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ABSTRACT 

 

An Evaluation of Sino-Russian strategic partnership from the Russian perspective 

Tamara Lobzina Viktorovna 

International Area Studies 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

 

In 1994 China and Russia formed a constructive partnership which was upgraded to a strategic 

partnership in 1996. Following this event, the two leaders, Jiang Zemin and Vladimir Putin signed the 

treaty of Good Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation  in 2001 which consolidated their joint 

commitment to develop and strengthen their strategic partnership. A decade after the signing of the 

treaty, uncertainty about the depth of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership prevails. The purpose of 

this paper is to evaluate the significance of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership from the Russian 

perspective.  

 

Student Number: 2010-24198 

 

Key words: Sino-Russian strategic partnership, systematic incentive, collapse of the Soviet Union, 

leadership, Russian Far East, energy cooperation 
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국문초록 

 

러시아의 관점에서 본 중-러 전략적 파트너십 평가 

 

타마라 러브지나 

국제학과 석사과정 지역학전공 

서울대학교 국제대학원 

 

1994년 중국과 러시아는 건설적 파트너십을 형성하고 1996년 이를 전략적 
파트너십으로 격상시켰다. 이후 2001년 양측 지도자인 장쩌민과 블라디미르 
푸틴은 전략적 파트너십을 발전시키고 강화하기 위한 공동의 약속을 공고화하기 
위해 선린우호협력조약에 서명했다. 이 조약에 서명한지 10년이 지난 현재 중러 
전략적 파트너십의 깊이에 대한 불확실성이 만연하고 있다. 이 논문은 러시아의 
관점에서 중러 전략적 파트너십의 중요성을 평가하는데 그 목적을 둔다. 

  

 

학 번: 2010-24198 

 

주요어: 중러 전략적 파트너십, 체계적 인센티브, 소련 붕괴, 리더십, 극동 러시아, 
에너지 협력 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Firstly this paper considers the context of the time, namely the rise of the United State’s unipolarity in 

the world following the fall of the Soviet Union, as the main source of motivation for Yeltsin and 

Jiang Zemin’s decision to unite under the banner of the strategic partnership in 1996. A close focus 

into China and Russia’s internal perception of their external environment, respectively, revealed that 

politically, Russia puts emphasis on its relationship with China only in the context of the international 

environment. This is crucial, because it implies that for Russia, China holds value, not as a strategic 

partner, but as a member of the ‘nucleus of world influence’.  

China and Russia hold inconsistent perceptions of their own and each other’s place in the world. This 

mismatch in their understanding of the external environment questions the validity of their common 

goal to architect a multi polar world. The inherent issue is that multipolarity does not necessarily 

translate into multilateralism. Thus, Russia’s reading of multi polarity as an exclusive club of great 

powers fosters its relationship with China who is a prominent member of that club. But this does not 

give China priority over the other members of the club, for example the United States. 

The second part of this paper disagrees with the commonly held view that the collapse of the Soviet 

Union served to improve the relations between the two countries by removing the fundamental 

tensions which thwarted the Sino-Soviet alliance during the Cold War. Although, it is true that China 

and Russia have been able to resolve some of their territorial disputes and remove the large-scale 

military build-up along their shared 4000-kilometer border, this has not resulted in a stronger Sino-

Strategic partnership. Instead, the collapse of the Soviet Union produced a role reversal whereby the 

‘big brother’ has morphed into the ‘little brother’. Moscow struggles to accept this position of 

inferiority and instead strives to shield itself from Chinese regional dominance, especially in the 

Russia’s Far East (RFE). Additionally, the resolution of border issues has shifted the focus of the 

strategic partnership to other areas, such as economic trade.  
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Having determined the internal dynamics of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership and their effect on 

the external environment, the third section of this paper turns its attention to the political and 

diplomatic area. Through a comparative analysis of the then Prime Minister Putin’s speech to the 

Duma and the official Chinese sources critique of the Russian economy, this paper concludes that the 

main point of contention between the leadership of both countries is the Russia’s Far East. This 

illuminates the Russian leadership’s diabolical position towards China. On the one hand, RFE needs 

Chinese investment while on the other the residents’ distrusting attitude towards its neighbour has 

spread as far as Kremlin, influencing the leadership’s protectionist foreign policy towards China.  

Finally, the fourth section of the paper presents a comprehensive analysis of the energy cooperation 

between China and Russia because it is the only remaining area which has the potential to strengthen 

the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. However, a close examination of the East Siberian Pacific 

Ocean oil pipeline and the Kovyakta natural gas field projects revealed the weakness of bilateral 

cooperation in the energy sphere between the two partners. This paper reasons that energy cooperation 

between Russia and China on a bilateral level is complicated by their place within the energy security 

structure. Thus, this paper concludes that the strategic partnership between Russia and China remains 

weak because the factors which are assumed to facilitate a closer relationship between the two 

countries are actually responsible for driving them apart. Most significantly, Russia and China have 

not taken advantage of energy cooperation as a source to strengthen their strategic partnership. 

A.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

For the purpose of this paper, I compare and assess the different perspectives taken and provide a 

critical summary of the chosen contributions. By completing a comprehensive literature review, I 

highlight aspects of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership which have been previously neglected. 

Literature on the Sino-Russian strategic partnership is abundant, yet most scholars chose to take a 

comparative foreign policy approach, meaning that they evaluate the significance of the Sino-Russian 
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strategic partnership in relative terms. Meanwhile my objective is to concentrate on the Russian 

perspective only by using official Russian documents and leadership statements, Russian academic 

journals as well as Russian media sources. 

Most scholars engage in a discussion on the converging and conflicting interests between the two 

partners. While other scholars insist that the Sino-Russian strategic partnership is a response to the US 

unipolar world order. This juxtaposition of China and Russia’s interests highlights potential areas of 

cooperation and conflict between the two partners which allows the academics to draw the conclusion 

that the Sino-Russian strategic partnership should be weak or strong based on whether the areas of 

conflict outweigh the areas of cooperation, and vice versa. I believe that this is not sufficient because 

it leaves the strategic partnership in a continuous state of flux as some academics chose to concentrate 

on some areas while ignoring others. 

There is a great quantity of literature which concentrates on the factors which contribute to the Sino-

Russian strategic partnership, as well as those which pull the two partners apart. Elizabeth Wishnick, 

in a paper titled “Russia and China; Brothers Again”1 identifies issues such as Asian security, 

missile defense, and economic and regional cooperation as the sources of underlying tension in the 

partnership. Yet, the author claims that domestic developments in China and Russia, as well as U.S. 

policy toward both countries will be key in setting the parameters for the Sino-Russian partnership in 

the future. 

Similarly, Li Jingjie in his paper “Pillars of the Sino-Russian Partnership”2 discusses the content 

and conduct of Sino-Russian relations, and attributes special attention to the US factor and its 

influence on the Sino-Russian ‘triangular’ relations. Likewise, Gilbert Rozman in his article titled “A 

                                       
1 Wishnick, Elizabeth (2001) Russia and China: Brothers Again? Asian Survey, 41 (5) pp.797-821 
2 Li Jingjie (2000) Pillars of the Sino-Russian Partnership Orbis 
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New Sino-Russian-American Triangle”3aims to interpret the principles of the three bilateral relations 

within the triangle.  

Firstly, the three above mentioned authors consider the US factor as an indispensable factor which 

shapes the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. Although this provides us with a comprehensive 

analysis of the common and divergent interests of the two partners, the authors do not delve into the 

internal dynamics of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership and instead treat the United States as an 

internal, rather than an external factor of the relationship between Russia and China. Whereas, in my 

opinion the importance of the US factor on the Sino-Russian strategic partnership only highlights the 

internal weakness of the Sino-Russian relationship. In other words, it is the outside forces which 

dictate the terms of the Sino-Russian partnership because they lack internal factors to strengthen their 

partnership. 

Hence, this paper elaborates on the implications of external factors, like the United States on the 

internal relationship between Russia and China and comes to the conclusion that both the internal and 

external factors are too weak to build a foundation for a solid Sino-Russian strategic partnership. Thus, 

while Rozman proposes that a temptation for the leaders to identify national interests in ways that 

give the two countries a common agenda will prevail, I propose that the weakness of the Sino-Russian 

bilateral relationship creates a scenario where Russia is less willing to compromise on issues 

concerning its national interest, for example the Russian Far East and energy cooperation.  

Secondly, there is an ongoing inconsistency among the authors about which factors are the ones that 

shape the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. While, some authors like Li Jingjie4 and Rozman5 

concentrate on the importance of the US in the structure of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, 

                                       
3 Rozman, Gilbert (2000) A New Sino-Russian-American Triangle Orbis 
4 Li Jingjie (2000) Pillars of the Sino-Russian Partnership Orbis 
5 Rozman, Gilbert (2000) A New Sino-Russian-American Triangle Orbis 
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others like Elizabeth Wishnick6 seeks to provide a balance sheet of cooperation and conflict, others 

still like Lowell Dittmer7 and Sherman Garnett8 provide a broader account of the Sino-Russian 

relations while considering the collapse of the Soviet Union, military cooperation and the US as the 

factors which shape the today’s relationship.  

Additionally, most of the scholarly work focuses on the Chinese perspective. In the SIPRI paper 

‘China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia’9, the authors concentrate their efforts on 

defining the significance of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership from the Chinese perspective10. 

This is problematic because most of the academic literature which conducts a comparative analysis 

between the Chinese and Russian foreign policy, concentrates on the Chinese perspective. Thus, my 

paper fills the gap by presenting the Russian side of the story. 

Moreover, in order to come to a concrete conclusion about the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, my 

research identifies four main factors which define the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, 

concentrating on the time spanning from Vladimir Putin’s first term as president until present day, 

which ushers in a third term for President Putin. Thus, my research treats these four factors as 

independent variables and the Sino-Russian strategic partnership as a dependent variable. Therefore, 

my hypothesis assumes that so long as the four factors remain weak so will the strategic partnership. 

Therefore, in order to present a well-balanced assessment of the strategic partnership, I have decided 

to analyse four areas of the Sino-Russian relationship: systematic incentive, collapse of the Soviet 

Union, diplomatic and political area, and finally economic cooperation through energy trade. I have 

                                       
6 Wishnick, Elizabeth (2001) Russia and China: Brothers Again? Asian Survey, 41 (5) pp.797-821 
7 Lowell Dittmer (2001): The Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership, Journal of Contemporary China, 10 (28), 399-413 
8 Garnett Sherman (2001): Challenges of the Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership, Washington Quarterly, 24(4), 41-54 
9 Jakobson Linda, Holtom Paul, Knox Dean, Peng Jingchao (2011) China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia: 
Hopes, Frustrations and Uncertainties, SIPRI Policy Paper 
10 In the introduction, the authors define the parameters of their research by stating that it is necessary to look beyond the 
political rhetoric between the two neighbours as it often conceals the true meaning of their partnership. The authors stress 
that the rhetoric reveals little about the actual nature of the ties, especially from a Chinese perspective. Thus, even though the 
paper considers both sides, the focus is strongly tilted towards China as can also be supported by the wide range of Chinese 
sources used in the paper. 
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based this decision on the evaluation of the Russian official documents and the Treaty on Good 

Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation. The significance of the treaty is paramount on the Sino-

Russian strategic partnership as it becomes the legal basis for an equal bilateral partnership and 

strategic interaction between the two partners.  

The systematic incentive refers to China and Russia’s pursuit of a multipolar world. The significance 

of the concept of multipolarity to the Sino-Russian strategic partnership is undeniable and can be 

traced back to the “The Russian-Chinese Joint Declaration about a Multipolar World and the 

Formation of a New International Order” made in 1997, where both parties acknowledge their 

responsibility to the international community as permanent members of the Security Council and 

declare that “in a spirit of partnership, the Parties shall strive to promote the multipolarization of the 

world and the establishment of a new international order.”11 While, the collapse of the Soviet Union 

is absolutely unavoidable as it allowed for the strategic partnership to be formed in 1996 and 

continues to shape the internal as well as external dynamics of the Sino-Russian relationship.  

The diplomatic and political area of any partnership is as pivotal as the economic cooperation. Within 

the diplomatic and political area, I choose to concentrate on the seemingly close ties at leadership 

level. The reason for this is that from the onset of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, close 

cooperation at the highest levels of government has been seen as a strong contributing factor to the 

improvement in Sino-Russian relations.  

Often times it is the government officials themselves who promote this image, as can be noted with 

Foreign Minister Lavrov’s remark during a May 2012 joint press conference with Yang Jiechi, 

Minister of Foreign Affairs of China “Russian-Chinese relations have reached the unprecedentedly 

                                       
11 “The Russian-Chinese Joint Declaration about a Multipolar World and the Formation of a New International Order”, UN 
General Assembly, Fifty Second Session, 20 May 1997 
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high level and continue progressive development.12 We deepen regular political dialogue on the 

highest level between deputies of chairpersons of the government and ministers. We conduct such 

meetings every month”13 However, I believe that with the leadership change this year, we have been 

able to witness a sharper criticism from both governments towards each other.  

Most importantly, I chose to use the Russian Far East because it presents the two leaderships the 

opportunity to deepen their diplomatic and political ties. Yet, it is precisely the Russian Far East 

which drives the wedge between the two partners and serves as an endless source of rivalry between 

the two neighbours. By this token, it is evident that Elizabeth Wishnick was correct in predicting that 

regional cooperation will be a source of tension in the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. Likewise, 

Lowell Dittmer14 accurately identified the Russian Far East as a paradox for the Russian foreign 

policy makers when he proposed that a contradiction exists between a growing Russian need for 

supplemental labour to realise the RFE’s economic potential in the wake of Russian population’s 

continued decline and Russian fears of a Chinese demographic threat. Yet, in the last decade since the 

publication of these two works, little attention has been given to Russian views towards Sino-Russian 

regional cooperation in the Russian Far East and specifically its implication on their strategic 

partnership. My paper addresses this gap in the academic literature. 

The final factor is the economic sphere. My choice to concentrate on the energy cooperation is based 

on its indispensability to the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. At the Joint News Conference 

                                       
12 The statement that China and Russia have reached an unprecedentedly high level of partnership is trivial because in 
reality the Sino-Russian relations have been characterised by antagonism and mistrust. Thus, the obvious remark that they 
have reached a better understanding than before does not actually convey that the current relationship is deeply meaningful. 
As Jakobson (2011) notes in China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia: Hopes, Frustrations and Uncertainties, 
SIPRI Policy Paper, that Chinese foreign policy specialists argue that calling the bilateral relations “ the best in history” is 
relative as there remain many challenges to overcome. The paper references Beijing-based academics who observe that ‘we 
have had 400 years of contact and Russia has deceived us many times. We cannot completely trust them.” Evidently, giving 
the relationship the title of ‘strategic partnership’ does not make it so.  
13 Speech and answers of Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation S.V. Lavrov to the questions of mass media 
during joint press conference at the outcomes of talks with Yang Jiechi, Minister of Foreign Affairs of China, Beijing, The 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 10 May 2012, 
http://www.mid.ru/BDOMP/Brp_4.nsf/arh/7DC676468D76618E44257A0600439D7E?OpenDocument 
14 Lowell Dittmer (2001): The Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership, Journal of Contemporary China, 10 (28), 399-413 

http://www.mid.ru/BDOMP/Brp_4.nsf/arh/7DC676468D76618E44257A0600439D7E?OpenDocument
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following the signing of the Treaty of Good Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation, both leaders 

President Vladimir Putin and President Jiang Zemin attribute special significance to the necessity to 

develop energy cooperation between their two nations. President Vladimir Putin’s plan to employ 

energy trade as a way to enhance economic cooperation can be clearly seen with his statement to the 

press. ‘Trade and economic contacts are certainly the basis for the development of our relations in all 

other fields. Our bilateral trade turnover slightly exceeds $8 billion today. It increased by 4.4% in 

1999, as against 40% in 2000. We expect a 43-44% increase this year. We are realistic about the 

situation, and we know not only these inspiring statistics but also others, quite different. We know that 

Russia accounts for a mere 2% of China’s entire foreign trade turnover—but we have fine prospects. 

In what spheres, you may ask? Energy, most of all. China needs reliable energy imports, and Russia is 

willing to cooperate.”15  

My paper argues that the importance of the military technology transfers and arms trade has 

diminished drastically and is no longer an important factor on the strategic partnership. I propose that 

the arrival of President Vladimir Putin to the Kremlin has replaced the 1990’s focus on arms trade 

with a focus on energy trade. Previous works, like that of Lowell Dittmer’s article ‘The Sino-Russian 

Strategic Partnership’16 as well as Sherman Garnett’s article titled ‘Challenges of the Sino-Russian 

Strategic Partnership’17 emphasise the importance of arms trade on strengthening the Sino-Russian 

strategic partnership. Both remark on the compatibility of the relationship.  

The signing of the Treaty of Good Neighbourliness and Friendly Cooperation heralded a new 

beginning in Sino-Russian economic cooperation – energy trade and has played a significant role in 

the past decade. More recent academic literature on the subject, namely the SIPRI paper ‘‘China’s 

                                       
15 Press Statement and Answers to Journalists’ Questions at a Joint News Conference with Chinese President Jiang Zemin, 
July 16, 2001, Moscow http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2001/07/16/0003_type82914type82915_147394.shtml 
16 Lowell Dittmer (2001): The Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership, Journal of Contemporary China, 10 (28), 399-413 
17 Garnett Sherman (2001): Challenges of the Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership, Washington Quarterly, 24(4), 41-54 

http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2001/07/16/0003_type82914type82915_147394.shtml
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Energy and Security Relations with Russia’18outlines that estimating the quality of military-political 

cooperation is a challenge because the data available on the high-level exchanges and visits does not 

provide clear evidence of the relationship’s strength. 

Likewise, the paper points out the decline in arms trade and its impact on the Sino-Russian 

relationship. The authors name 2005 as the year highlighted by both Chinese and Russian analyses as 

the beginning of the end for Chinese orders for complete systems from Russia as the Chinese arms 

industry became increasingly able to meet PLA demands. Additionally, 소 authors point out that the 

Chinese-Russian Joint Commission on Military Technical Cooperation which sets the framework for 

arms transfer deals did not meet in 2006 or 200719. 

Therefore, my paper proposes that today, the energy cooperation presents the most considerable 

opportunity for China and Russia to improve their strategic partnership. Hence why, my paper devotes 

a large portion of its analysis to the energy trade which ultimately leads to the conclusion that bilateral 

energy cooperation between the two nations is weak and continues to prevent any deeper development 

of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership.20 

Hence, in order to answer my question, the paper is divided into four sections, allowing me to 

examine the four elements of the Sino-Russian relationship in detail. To begin with, the paper 

                                       
18 Jakobson Linda, Holtom Paul, Knox Dean, Peng Jingchao (2011) China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia: 
Hopes, Frustrations and Uncertainties, SIPRI Policy Paper 
19 Jakobson Linda, Holtom Paul, Knox Dean, Peng Jingchao (2011) China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia: 
Hopes, Frustrations and Uncertainties, SIPRI Policy Paper 
20 Both Lowell Dittmer and Garnett Sherman published their articles in 2001, meaning that both draw their conclusions 
from events of the 1990’s. Lowell Dittmer provides a detailed account of the military technology transfer deals and arms 
trade negotiations between the two countries, citing the 1993 military cooperation pact. While, Garnett Sherman also uses 
the large arms trade volume of $3.3 billion in the years of 1995-1999 as the basis of his argument. However, Garnett notes 
that some Russian critics inside and outside the military complex question the wisdom of contributing to a stronger China. 
This is an accurate observation because in the years to come, China has sought and succeeded in domestic production of 
weaponry systems. Most importantly, Garnett correctly predicts that China’s transformation from an energy exporter to an 
energy importer will change the regional dynamics in Eurasia. Additionally, Bobo Lo (2004) in his ‘The Long Sunset of 
Strategic Partnership: Russia’s evolving China policy’ also points out that a commercial relationship which was once 
dependent on arms transfers and shuttle commerce has shown signs of diversifying, and he names energy cooperation, 
especially oil and gas projects as one of the reasons for the economic cooperation expanding between the two partners. 
Hence, for the last decade since the signing of the Treaty of Good Neighbourliness and Cooperation, energy trade has been 
slowly but confidently replacing arms trade, which is why I attribute a significant portion of my paper to energy cooperation. 
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evaluates the internal dynamics of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership concentrating on a 

comparison between what political value the two countries’ attribute to their strategic partnership 

while juxtaposing these findings with their economic relationship. The second part of the paper 

considers the implications the collapse of the Soviet Union produced on the perceptions and 

behaviour of the two countries towards each other. The third part focuses on the formulation of the 

Sino-Russian ties at leadership level through a discussion of their leveraging in the Russia’s Far East 

(RFE). 

Finally, the viability of the two neighbours’ energy cooperation is thoroughly assessed, largely 

focusing on the East Siberian Pacific Ocean (ESPO) oil pipeline project and the Kovyakta gas field 

project, as case studies. Subsequently, the paper draws conclusions from the development of these two 

projects to highlight the weakness of the Sino-Russian bilateral energy cooperation. Inevitably, this 

leads to a discussion of the energy security theory which is applied to the case studies in order to 

better explain the energy security dilemma between an exporter country and an importer country. 

ABBREVIATIONS 

Bcm    Billion cubic meters 

CNPC    China National Petroleum Corporation 

CIS     Commonwealth of Independent States 

ESPO    East Siberia-Pacific Ocean (oil pipeline) 

SKV GTS  Sakhalin-Khabarovsk-Vladivostok Gas Transmission System 

RFE   Russia’s Far East 

IFS International Feasibility Study 
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KOGAS Korea Gas Corp 

LNG Liquefied natural gas 

PRC    People’s Republic of China 
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II. SINO-RUSSIAN STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP 

‘In terms of foreign policy, Russia’s leaders have failed to close the book on the lost Soviet empire. It 

is as if they exited the twentieth century through two doors at the same time: one leading to the 

globalised market of the twenty-first century and the other opening into the Great Game of the 

nineteenth century.’                                                                                     

- Daniel Trenin21 

The strategic partnership was born in April 1996 out of the already existing ‘constructive 

partnership22’ between Russia and China. The timing of the decision to upgrade their bilateral 

relationship exposes Yeltsin and Jiang Zemin’s intention to curb US influence in their respective 

zones of influence. On the one side, China was experiencing America’s new anti-Chinese posture, 

manifesting itself in the increase of arms sales to Taiwan as well as US reaffirmation of its 

commitment to the US-Japan alliance. On the other side, Russia watched America pressure NATO 

into formally proposing to absorb former Warsaw Pact countries as well as US attempts to limit 

Russia’s political pressure on the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) members by offering 

support to the local governments.23 

Hence, the context surrounding the move to go from a bilateral relationship to a constructive 

partnership in 1994 to strategic partnership two years later, has raised questions over the value both 

leaders attributed to the meaning of ‘strategic partnership’ or whether it has become a ‘fungible term 

of endearment in the diplomatic lexicon of both powers, as China formed partnerships with Pakistan, 

France, Germany, the European Union, Japan, Korea and the US, while Russia claimed partnerships 

with Japan, Iran, India and the US. The implication is to vaguely privilege a relationship without 

                                       
21 Daniel Trenin is the director of the Carnegie Moscow Center. He also chairs the Research Council and the Foreign and 
Security Policy Program 
22 Please note that the constructive partnership was formed in 1994 
23 Li Jingjie, (2000)Pillars of the Sino—Russian Partnership Orbis,  
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making (or demanding) any specific commitments of one’s partner – and one can obviously have an 

indefinite number of partners at once.’24 

 If a strategic partnership can be likened to a two way street, then let us examine the traffic in both of 

the lanes in order to determine what value both China and Russia attribute to the term ‘strategic 

partnership’. According to Russia’s government officials, ‘China is Russia's important strategic 

partner; its relations with the PRC (as with other Asian countries) help Russian policy to be less one-

sided and acquire its own image, as well as help Russia to become one of the centres of world 

influence’.25 It is true that both China and Russia recognise that the external advantage of their 

partnership is the leverage it brings to the negotiating table with other powers. Thus, enabling them to 

pursue a multipolar world order, of which they both intend to be the architects. But what are the 

internal dynamics between the two partners?  

The SIPRI paper titled ‘China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia’26provides an insightful 

account of China’s perception of its strategic partnership with Russia. It claims that Chinese analysts 

use the term ‘partnership between equals’ despite being aware of the fact that some in Moscow are 

concerned about the balance tipping in China’s favour. The paper elaborates by saying that the official 

statements emphasising that the strategic partnership is based on mutual trust bear little consequence 

considering that Chinese scholars often criticise the lack of trust between the two partners. The 

Chinese academics often refer to the great power mentality of Russians and warn that Russia still 

harbours great power ambitions and thus China cannot know whether Russia will resume a 

chauvinistic policy or continue a cooperative and equal relationship with China. 

Meanwhile, the National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation to 2020’endorsed by President 

Medvedev in May 2009 can shed some light on Kremlin’s assessment of its strategic partnership with 

                                       
24 Lowell Dittmer (2001) The Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership Journal of Contemporary China, pp. 399-413 
25 A. Lukin (2010)Russian-Chinese Relations: Keeping Up The Pace International Affairs (1)  
26 Jakobson Linda, Holtom Paul, Knox Dean, Peng Jingchao (2011) China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia: 
Hopes, Frustrations and Uncertainties, SIPRI Policy Paper 
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China. The section II, titled ‘Modern World and Russia’ in the National Security Strategy of the 

Russian Federation to 2020(NSS), outlines Russia’s international relations prospects. The paragraph 

No 13 emphasises Russia’s participation in groups such as BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India and China) 

and its engagement in the format of the Russia-India-China Troika27. While paragraph No 15 points 

out the special significance of strengthening the political potential the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation (SCO), which can garner mutual trust and partnership in Central Asia.28 Thus, China is 

ambiguous in its absence29 as the document refrains from singling out Russia’s strategic partnership 

with China30.  

But at the same time, Russia is well aware of China’s international standing, according to a table of 

Russia’s ranking of countries according to their power projection in the 2007 publication of the 

Politicheskii Atlas Sovremenosti (the Political Atlas of Modern Times). The article prsents‘the 

comprehensive rating of countries by the Index of the potential of international influence by 2005 was 

headed by the United States (10 points), followed by China way behind (3.39 points)…Although 

                                       
27 Marcel de Haas (2009) Medvedev’s Security Policy: A Provisional Assessment Russian Analytical Digest [62] 
28« 15. Для России особое значение будут иметь укрепление политического потенциала Шанхайской организации 
сотрудничества, стимулирование в ее рамках практических шагов, способствующих укреплению взаимного доверия 
и партнерства в Центрально-Азиатском регионе» in «Стратегия Национальной Безопасности Российской Федерации 
до 2020 года», Совет Безопасности Российской Федерации, 12 Мая 2009 г. №537, English:  National Security Strategy 
until 2020, SCRF, 12 May 2009 
28 Bobo Lo(2004) The long sunset of strategic partnership International Affairs (80)pp. 295-309 
29 There is some disagreement in the academic community over the interpretation of the National Security Strategy of the 
Russian Federation to 2020 in relation to Russia’s strategic partnership with China. In his article ‘Medvedev’s Security 
Policy: A Provisional Assessment’, published by the Russian Analytical Digest 62 in 2009 Dr M de Haas states that ‘The 
Concept heavily emphasized the East, asserting deepened engagement in the format of the Russia-India-China Troika, with 
China and India bilaterally and in the Russian–Chinese strategic partnership.’ Although, the author of this paper agrees that 
the NSS emphasizes the East, the author was unable to find a direct reference to China in particular. Meanwhile, in his 
interview with Nesavisimaya Gazeta, published under the title ‘Idem na Vostok’ (Towards the East), Dean Sergei Karaganov 
states that the NSS comes to the conclusion that China represents a threat, not an opportunity (Скажу больше, я с 
изумлением прочел в одном из разделов известной «Стратегии России-2020» вывод о том, что Китай – это главный 
фактор риска, а не возможность. Я ошалел. - Подробнее: http://www.ng.ru/scenario/2012-04-24/9_east.html. The author 
has contacted both Dr M de Haas and Dean Sergei Karaganov to clarify their viewpoints and point the author to the section 
of the National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation to 2020 where China and the Sino-Russian strategic partnership 
are explicitly mentioned. 
30 Nevertheless, it should be noted that paragraph No. 18 makes a special mention of Russia’s aim to pursue an equal and 
full strategic partnership with the United States of America on the basis of common interests while at the same time 
considering the key influence of the Russo-American relations on the state of the international situation as a whole 

http://www.ng.ru/scenario/2012-04-24/9_east.html
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Russia (2.6points) held seventh place, nevertheless, it was included in the “’nucleus’ of the club of 

world influence”, along with China and the United States’.31 

Accordingly, Russia realises its inferior position in relation to China while at the same time being 

acutely aware of the indispensable role China plays in the international structure. Internally, Russia 

and China are not on an equal footing, with Russia lagging politically and economically far behind 

China. This is a crucial piece of the puzzle. In establishing that Russia places its own potential of 

international influence in seventh place, behind United States and China, who are attributed the top 

spots, it supports the Chinese claim that Russia is insecure about its inferior position in relation to 

rising China. 

Thus it can be interpreted that Russia’s foreign policy objective is to maintain close ties with China on 

the basis of Russia’s perception of China being a member of the club of world influence. For Russia, 

being a member of the club of world influence is crucial because Russia’s perception of foreign 

affairs is a club of great powers. This is also why Russia so ardently pursues a multipolar world order, 

because it allows Russia a membership in the club of great powers.  

More importantly still is that when this ranking is put into the context of the Sino-Russian relationship, 

it becomes starkly obvious that for Russia, the value of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership comes 

from China’s high ranking in the world. In other words, the insight into their internal dynamics 

reveals that their perceptions of each other, as well as their respective places in the world are equally 

matched. This indicates that Russia and China lack trust in their internal relationship and Russia views 

China with suspicion. Hence, seeing that the internally, Russia and China lack the necessary trust to 

cement their strategic partnership, it becomes necessary to evaluate the impact of the external factors 

on the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. 

                                       
31 Vladimir Portyakov(2011) ‘A Multipolar World as Seen by Russia and China and International Challenges’, East Asian 
Review, Vol. 14 pp. 97-111 
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A. SYSTEMATIC INCENTIVE 

‘A state has neither friend nor enemy: it has only personal interests to defend’,  

Charles de Gaulle 

Having established the internal inequality of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, the following 

section of this paper explores the implications of the internal dynamics on their external posturing in 

world affairs. Thus, to begin with, the first pillar of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership is the 

systematic incentive32, which refers to China and Russia’s joint pursuit of multipolarity and a new 

world order. 

Hence in 2005, the two heads of state, Chinese President Hu Jintao and Russian President Vladimir 

Putin,  issued a Joint Statement on new world order. The Joint Statement highlighted the common 

stand on major international issues, such as UN reforms, globalisation, North-South cooperation, and 

world economy and trade.33 In other words, the two nations seek to restructure the international 

system where they would be able to freely pursue their independent national interests, without the 

opposition of the present unipolar power – the United States. ‘Both Beijing and Moscow see U.S. 

aims as culminating in U.S. dominance of a unipolar world system. Both envision a multipolar world, 

where Russia and China are major pillars of the international system.’34  

In fact, the pursuit of a multi polar world order is the most cited convergent interest between Russia 

and China in the academic literature reviewed for this paper. The underlying motivation behind the 

Sino-Russian relationship has not changed since the early 1990’s when Yeltsin decided to elevate the 

constructive partnership to a strategic one in order to gain leverage against the West - ‘Under 

circumstances where it has to lose its illusions toward the West and competition with the United 

                                       
32 Systematic Incentive is a term used by Sherman Garnett in his ‘Challenges of the Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership’ 
article The Washington Quarterly [24:4] Autumn 2001 
33 China-Russia statement on new world order’ Xinhua, 02 July, 2005 
34 Sherman Garnett (2001) ‘Challenges of the Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership’, The Washington Quarterly, Vol 24(4) 
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States will very possibly grow more intense, Russia must forge contacts with China.’35 Today, the 

join pursuit of multi polarity is still a point of commonality between the two partners. As the 2005 

Joint Statement on new world order outlines, China and Russia pursue common goals on major 

international issues, such as UN reforms, globalization, North-South cooperation, and world economy 

and trade.  

Thus, a multi polar world order can only be understood as in contrast to the current system of 

unipolarity. What Beijing and Moscow strive to achieve is a world order that is defined by multiple 

actors, as opposed to a world order which is dominated by one power. Naturally, under the current 

system, that one power is represented by the United States. This can be easily explained by the fact 

that Russia and China, like other countries in the world, are 'large enough to have their own interests 

and approaches to the problems of regional and world development. They are not interested in a world 

in which one power reigns supreme and disregards their interests.’ 36  

1.  CHINA RUSSIA AND US 

«The partnership disavows any threat to a third party (i.e. the US) from whom each stands 

 to gain more in economic terms than from its relationship with the other, 

but without specific treaty commitments, without mutually agreed strategic goals  

or opponents, just how meaningful is this ‘partnership’?» 

Lowell Dittmer37 

Some scholars have proposed that US is at the heart of Russia and China’s bilateral commitment to 

each other. For example, Gulick claims that ‘a mutual Russo-Chinese interest in engineering some 

kind of equilibrating balance in the China-Russia-US triangle became the basis upon which the 

                                       
35 Li Jingjie (2000) Pillars of the Sino-Russian Partnership’, Orbis,  
36 A. Lukin,(2010) Russian-Chinese Relations: Keeping Up The Pace’, International Affairs, No. 1,  
37 Lowell Dittmer, 2001 ‘The Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership Journal of Contemporary China,pp. 399-413 
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bilateral relationship was re-founded.’38 Yet, there have been times when the sincerity of both Russia 

and China’s rhetoric regarding the common opposition to the unipolar world order has come under 

question.  

In my opinion, the idea that China and Russia had a common goal in opposing the US unipolarity had 

more weight in the 1990’s. After all, it is no coincidence that the very decision to elevate the Sino-

Russian alliance from ‘constructive partnership’ to ‘strategic partnership’ in 1996 came a month after 

China’s disagreement with US over Taiwan and President Clinton’s reaffirmation of a strengthened 

Japanese-American Security Alliance.39  

Yet, Russia’s foreign policy had become much more pragmatic with Putin’s ascent to the Presidency. 

Thus for Russia, the motivation for cooperation with China is not based on their common opposition 

to the US, because in actual fact both partners seek to deepen their bilateral relationship with the 

United States. Instead, Russia tends to cooperate with China on issues where their interests converge. 

But these convergent interests are not a product of a strong Sino-Russian strategic partnership, but 

rather a by-product of overlapping country characteristics.  

For example, both China and Russia disproved of the West’s support for the colour revolutions in 

Georgia, Kygyzstan and Ukraine from 2003 to 2005 and more recently, both abstained from a vote on 

a UN resolution to impose a no-fly zone over Libya in 2011. This is because both China and Russia 

are strong supporters of non-interference and assert the right of state sovereignty because both fear an 

intrusion of outsiders into their domestic affairs.40 Hence, this illustrates that cooperation between the 

two partners is largely based on common characteristics, not common objective. In turn, this allows 

both partners to pursue their individual objectives. 

                                       
38 Gulick, John (2007) Russo-Chinese Energy Cooperation Stepping Stone from Strategic Partnership to Geo-Economic 
Integration  International Journal of Comparative Sociology  
39 Lowell Dittmer, The Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership’, Journal of Contemporary China, 2001, pp. 399-413 
40 Jakobson, Holtom, Knox, Pend (2011) China’s Energy And Security Relations with Russia: Hopes, Frustrations and 
Uncertainties in SIPRI Policy Paper 
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For example, President Putin was one of the first heads of state to offer George W. Bush support post 

9/11, eventually culminating in the endorsement of an American military base in Tajikistan to help 

with the war effort in Afghanistan. The decision was made without consulting China, and can 

potentially be interpreted as a deliberate attempt to remind Beijing that despite the collapse of the 

Soviet Union, Kremlin still yields considerable influence in its so called ‘privileged zone’, made up of 

former Soviet states. In fact, Central Asia is a point of contention for Russia and China as the two 

partners compete for natural resources in the region.  

Hence, it would be a stretch to claim that either Russia considers China’s position or interests when 

garnering support from the superpower. It is unsubstantiated to propose that Russia and China have a 

common goal to oppose the United States. Instead, Russia puts its national interest above the Sino-

Russian strategic partnership. Hence, if it so happens that their interests converge, as in the case of 

Libya and Syria then Russia and China will reach the same policy outcome. However, if their interests 

diverge, Russia will not hesitate to disregard China in a pursuit of its selfish objectives, as in the case 

of energy cooperation 

In fact, the arrival of Putin to Kremlin has been followed by a noticeable shift in foreign policy from 

West to East. This can be seen with the signing of the ‘Treaty of Good Neighbourliness and Friendly 

Cooperation’ in 2001. In the same year, Russia and China invited four Central Asian countries of 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan to join them in what was to eventually become 

the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. 41 This trend continued under President Medvedev with the 

publication of Russia’s National Security Strategy up to 2030 in 2009 where there is a heavy focus on 

branching out into the East and especially securing its regions in the Russian Far East. This continues 

today with President Putin’s aim to stimulate regional economical development of Vladivostok and its 

surrounding area, which is receiving much attention due to the APEC Summit.  

                                       
41 John Gulick, (2007) Russo-Chinese Energy Cooperation Stepping Stone from Strategic Partnership to Geo-Economic 
Integration’, International Journal of Comparative Sociology 



29 

 

Therefore, in my opinion, the US factor exposes the weakness of the Sino-Russian strategic 

partnership. The idea dating back to the 1990’s suggesting that the two partners had a common 

interest to oppose the US unipolarity is flawed because this opposition failed to produce a common 

objective between the two partners. Subsequently, the argument for common opposition to US 

unipolarity has been made void. In the case of Russia, it refrains from compromise and responds to 

convenience.  

More importantly, it is crucial to observe the increasing importance Russia attributes to its regional 

sphere. Elizabeth Wishnick42 is correct in observing that the impetus for cooperation between the two 

partners was the international arena as both partners became disenchanted with the Western lead 

international structure. However, the signing of the Treaty of Good Neighbourliness and Friendly 

Cooperation, the formation of SCO, the consideration of an Asia vector in Russia’s energy policy, a 

tilt in the direction of the East with the 2009 publication of the Russia’s NSS all suggest Russia’s 

growing concern of its role in the Asia-Pacific region. This is a new development with could lead to 

more disagreement rather than cooperation because the underlying tensions in the Sino-Russian 

strategic partnership, as outlined by Wishnick remain the same: Asian security and economic and 

regional cooperation. This is why it is imperative to pay attention to the Russian Far East and energy 

cooperation as the two components embody the source of the Sino-Russian crumbling strategic-

partnership. 

Now that we have been able to establish that the opposition to US unipolarity yields little importance 

today, it is important to address the issue of multipolarity. Thus, it is necessary to explore what 

multipolarity means for Russia. This paper argues that Russia’s relationship with China and the 

United States can be explained through Russia’s understanding of global governance. Russia has 

traditionally seen itself as a great nation and thus believes it deserves a privileged position in the 

                                       
42 Wishnick, Elizabeth (2001) Russia and China: Brothers Again? Asian Survey 41 (5)  
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international community. However, within the international community, Russia values clubs with a 

limited membership, as can be seen in Russia’s position as one of five permanent members of the UN 

Security Council, and its participation in the G8 as the only non-Western country. Also Russia enjoys 

special consideration in any negotiations on nuclear weapons.43 

This is precisely why Russia so ardently pursues the goal of multi polar world order, because it allows 

Russia to secure its membership at the club of global governance. While it would be an exaggeration 

to assume that Russia is interested in becoming a superpower, it would be equally an understatement 

to say that Russia does not believe that multi polarity guarantees an equal share of the international 

influence for all states. Here, Russian foreign policy attitudes reflect a realist approach to international 

relations. For Russia, the world is divided into small states and great powers, and their role in the 

international community is proportional to their status, which is defined by their size and hard power. 

Hence, Russia struggles to understand how Lithuania, a small state, could influence the EU-Russia 

relationship or how Georgia, as a member of the WTO could potentially block Russia’s accession to 

the organisation.44  

Hence, Russia’s understanding of multi polarity is not synonymous with multilateralism. So how does 

this impact the Sino-Russian strategic partnership? Having identified the United States and China in 

the ’nucleus’ of the club of world influence and the importance Russia places in securing its own 

privileged position in the world, it is unlikely that the Sino-Russian strategic partnership will force 

Russia to prioritise China over the United States. In his final presentation to the state Duma in April 

2012, then Prime Minister Putin named the fifth priority out of five issues of strategic and 

fundamental importance for Russia’s historical prospects as a nation, to be the strengthening of 

Russia’s position in the world, but with special priority given to the Eurasian space. Additionally, he 

                                       
43 Grant, Charles (2012) Russia, China and Global Governance Centre for European Reform 
44 Charles Grant, (2012) Russia, China and Global Governance Centre for European Reform 
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presented his estimate that Russia will become one of the world’s five largest economies in terms of 

purchasing power parity within two or three years.45  

Finally, it is possible to conclude that the systematic incentive represented by China and Russia’s 

convergent interest in multi polarity is not sufficient for Russia to attribute priority to China. What is 

more important for Russia than the Sino-Russian strategic partnership is not a partnership with 

another country, like the United States, but securing its own position in the world. The then Prime 

Minister’s speech to Duma clearly shows that Russia’s sights are set on regional development in 

Eurasia and the Far East which once implemented should support Russia’s accession to the top five 

economies of the world club. In other words, Kremlin wants it to be known that it is facing East and 

discourages Russia’s critics from thinking that China’s rise in the region is tantamount to Russia’s 

decline. 

2. ECONOMIC PARTNERSHIP 

As in any other bilateral relationship, the political rhetoric must be juxtaposed against the economic 

relations. The trade volume between China and Russia had increased from $8 billion in 2000 to $56.8 

billion in 2008 but due to the financial crisis, decreased by 31.8 per cent in 2009.46 As indicated by 

Table 1 below, both China and Russia’s relatively rapid recovery from the global financial crisis 

resulted in an increase in bilateral trade, totalling approximately $55 billion in 2010.47 The outlook 

remains positive with Vladimir Putin setting ambitious plans for the coming decade ‘The growth is 

                                       
45 Prime Minister Vladimir Putin delivers his report on the government’s performance in 2011 to the State Duma, 
Government of the Russian Federation, http://premier.gov.ru/eng/events/news/18671/ 
46 Vladimir Portyakov (2010)‘Russian-Chinese Relations: Current Trends and Future Prospects’, The Russian Analytical 
Digest [73] 
47  Please note that Russian media sources put the trade volume figure at a more positive $60 million, ‘Russian, Chinese 
leaders to discuss economic ties’, RIA,16 June 2011 
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significant. If the trend continues, our trade may reach some $70 billion this year (201, $100 billion in 

2015 and $200 billion by 2020.’48  

Yet there are two reasons why the benefits from the bilateral trade remain unsatisfactory for Russia. 

Firstly, with the rise of China, the trade balance has been unfavourable to Russia in a way that Russia 

begun to heavily rely on the rapidly growing Chinese market. Since the onset of the financial global 

crisis, this disbalance has further shifted whereby ‘China's trade turnover with most of the world's 

countries is falling due to the crisis, and trade with Russia is decreasing at the fastest rates’.49 As 

shown by the Table 2 below, since the global financial crisis, Russia has been unable to reclaim its 

spot as China’s seventh largest trading partner in 2008, instead occupying the tenth place. Meanwhile, 

according to Chinese customs officials, China has become Russia’s biggest trading partner as of 

201150. 

Hence, it is evident that the Sino-Russian bilateral trade is heavily tilted in China’s favour. 

Furthermore, traditionally a vital component of the economic cooperation between China and Russia 

has been the military technological cooperation (MTC), which includes Russian arms transfers to 

China and Russian license and technology transfers. However, in recent years, the arms trade between 

the two partners has been steadily decreasing, further weakening Russia’s position in the strategic 

partnership with China. 

3. ARMS SALES  

Traditionally, the arms trade constituted a significant portion of the Sino-Russian bilateral trade. 

Indeed, during the Yeltsin era, in the years between 1995and 1999, Russia’s arms transfers to China 

                                       
48‘Trade Between Russia and China to Reach $70 billion this year – Putin’, RIA ,14 September 2011 
49 Aleksandr Lukin (Diplomatic Academy, MFA of Russia) ‘Russian-Chinese Relations: Keeping Up The Pace’, 
International Affairs, No. 1, 2010, page 16 - www.customs.gov.cn 
50 Guangming Daily, ‘China becomes Russia’s biggest trading partner’, 09 October 2011 
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accounted for more than $3.3 billion.51  Since the change in Russian leadership in 2000 which 

coincided with China’s emergence as a global player, the long-standing military relationship between 

Russia and China has continued but lo a lesser degree. Initially, the rapid economic development 

afforded China to update its weapons systems and update its military technologies. Considering the 

long-standing military relationship which begun in the days of the Soviet Union, it is consequential 

that China would chose Russia as its arms supplier, in order to update its Soviet era equipment. Even 

though this produced a dramatic increase in arms transfers, China’s primary goal was to import 

technology which would allow it to produce the weapons indigenously.  

During this same period, India also heavily contributed to Russia’s Military Industrial Complex 

(MIC). In the years between 1996 and 2000, MIC earned nearly $16 billion in arms exports, 70% of 

which came from China and India.52 But where China has been able to reach its goal of producing 

more arms at home, India is still reliant on Russian imports in certain sectors.53 Consequently, China 

fell from second place to fourth place as world’s top weapons importer. Additionally, China 

relinquished its first place as the main recipient of Russian arms exports to India and itself slipped to 

second place. In the period between 2007 and 2011, India has replaced China as the main importer of 

Russian arms, receiving 33 per cent of Russian arms exports, while China imported a 16% share of 

Russia’s total arms exports.54  

Thus, what was once considered the strongest pillar of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership has 

crumbled over the years. The radical decline in the military technology cooperation tests the durability 

of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership as it demonstrates the selfish pursuit of national interests of 

                                       
51 Sherman Garnett (2001) Challenges of the Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership The Washington Quarterly [24:4] 
52 Paradorn Rangsimaporn, (2006) Russia’s Debate on Military-Technological Cooperation with China: From Yeltsin to 
Putin’, Asian Survey [46:3]  
53 Daniel Ten Kate, 'China's Share of Global Arms Imports Falls, Sipri Says', RIA Says', Bloomberg, 19 March 2012 
53 Paul Holtom, Mark Bromley, Pieter D. Wezeman and Siemon T. Wezeman, ‘Trends in international arms transfers’, 2011 
SIPRI Fact Sheet, March 2012  
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both partners, with disregard to each other. Hence, this paper concentrates on energy cooperation - the 

impetus of the Sino-Strategic partnership, which has replaced the military technology cooperation.  

TABLE 1: CHINA’S TOP 15 TRADING PARTNERS  

 

SOURCE: UNCOMTRADE, calculated by the author 
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TABLE 2: THE FIVE LARGEST SUPPLIERS OF MAJOR CONVENTIONAL WEAPONS AND 

THEIR MAJOR RECIPIENTS, 2007-2011 

 

SOURCE: SIPRI 2012 

B. COLLAPSE OF SOVIET UNION 

This section of the paper evaluates the implications of the collapse of the Soviet Union on the Sino-

Russian relationship and arrives at the conclusion that Russia’s chauvinism towards China has been 

present long before the collapse of the Soviet Union but this event has only exacerbated the sentiment. 

Moreover, this prevents the two partners from building a partnership based on equality and trust. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union drastically changed the landscape of the strategic environment and is 

credited as one of the main reasons behind the resolution of the infamous rivalry between the two 

seemingly ideologically aligned allies during the Cold War. The disputes over the Usuri and Amur 

Rivers, large-scale military build-up along the Sino-Soviet border, the Soviet support of Vietnam and 

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan55 were the fundamental tensions which thwarted the Sino-Soviet 

alliance during the Cold War. With the onset of perestroika and Gorbachev’s decision to revive the 

Sino-Soviet bond, the two sides begun dialogues on how to overcome the above mentioned obstacles, 
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culminating in Yeltsin’s proposal for a ‘constructive partnership’ with China at his 1994 inaugural 

presidential summit in Moscow.56  

Essentially what the dissolution of the Soviet Union achieved for the Sino-Russian relationship was 

decrease Kremlin’s standing allowing China to climb up a number of rungs in the status quo ladder. 

‘The collapse of the Soviet Union and the military decline that followed removed a key obstacle to 

bilateral negotiations. China felt confident it could resolve old issues on terms compatible with 

Beijing’s interests, not on the basis of Soviet pressure and military superiority.’57 

On the one hand, this line of thought is logical because naturally the regime change from Soviet 

Union to Federal Russia and leadership change from Gorbachev to Yeltsin would have encouraged a 

new found perspective on the old disagreements between the two neighbours. On the other hand, it 

would be presumptuous to assume that historically irreconcilable differences have been smoothed 

over because the collapse of the Soviet Union has levelled the playing field between the two allies 

cum rivals cum allies again. Perhaps, it is correct to conclude that Russia’s loss of superpower status 

meant that China could pursue its interests more freely without the ‘Soviet pressure and military 

superiority’.58  

But the change in the status quo relations between the two partners had the opposite effect on Russia’s 

attitudes and perceptions towards China. China’s growing assertiveness inadvertently questions 

Russia’s own position in the world and consequently, as China’s self-confidence rises, so does 

Russia’s insecurity. It is true that historically, the Soviet Union considered China as a junior partner 

and is now struggling with the role reversal where China’s economic rise has shifted the status quo in 

Beijing’s favour. Even during the celebrations for the 60th anniversary of the establishment of 

diplomatic relations between China and Russia, ‘the joint remembrance had to gloss over the fact that 

                                       
56 Lowell Dittmer (2001) The Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership Journal of Contemporary China,  
57 Sherman Garnett (2001) Challenges of the Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership The Washington Quarterly [24:4] 
58 Sherman Garnett (2001) Challenges of the Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership The Washington Quarterly [24:4] 
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for nearly half this period, the two states had been ideological opponents, with China fearing ‘big 

brother’s’ control. Now ironically, a reviving Sinocentric giant was raising alarm in Russia that ‘big 

brother’ was morphing into ‘little brother’.’59 

But this paper argues that the collapse of the Soviet Union did not create this insecurity, only 

exacerbated it. In actual fact, the real source of this status seeking behaviour is Russia’s own lack of a 

sense of direction. This extends beyond the Soviet mentality into the realm of Russia’s inherent 

identity crisis which has confounded national leaders from Ivan the Great to Putin about which way to 

face: West or East? And about who is the biggest threat: the West or the East? Thus, Russia’s foreign 

policy objectives mimic its geographic location – caught in between Europe and Asia. The irony is 

that Russia is not prepared to shift from its traditionally European values, culture and mentality 

towards the East, while at the same time seeks to be a part of the power shift from West to East. Here 

a compromise is needed, and one exists as proposed by the Dean Sergei Karaganov which reads 

‘Make money in Asia, but live like in Europe.’60 

This undercurrent of insecurity can be detected in speeches made by top level officials, like Sergei 

Razov who is the Russian Ambassador to China where he uses the change in the strategic 

environment as a reason to call for equality between Russia and China ‘the world emerged from the 

era of superpowers' standoff to enter a period characterized by a growing conflict potential and 

increase in new threats and challenges. In this context, the example of consistent confirmation of the 

principles of equality and mutual respect and taking each other's legal interests into account shown by 

the relations between two great neighbours, Russia and China, is all the more important.’ 61 This sort 

of rhetoric clearly indicates Russia’s inability to view itself as an inferior partner to China. 

                                       
59 Gilbert Rozman (2010) Russian Repositioning in Northeast Asia: Putin’s Impact and Current Prospects’, in Russia’s 
Prospects in Asia, Strategic Studies Institute 
60 «Деньги надо делать в Азии, а жить нужно, как в Европе» from the interview with Dean Karaganov  in 'Идем на 
Восток» in Nesavisimaya Gasetta, 24 April, 2012 
61 Sergei Razov (2010) Pragmatism Instead of Complaints and Mistrust’, International Affairs [1] 
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There is an important case to be made here against Russia’s superpower ambitions. Within the 

academic community, some scholars hold the view that Russia’s inability to view itself as an inferior 

partner is due to its superiority complex. The argument reasons that the collapse of the Soviet Union 

produced an internal and external identity crisis within Russia because of the loss of its superpower 

status. ‘Historically, Russia’s relative backwardness, unsettled identity, and sense of not really 

belonging to the West have led to an obsession with international status and great power standing, as 

denoted by the word derzhavnost, referring to a preoccupation with great power status regardless of 

whether Russia has the military and economic wherewithal.’62 

This line of reasoning is flawed because it claims that Russia is misguided about its actual place in the 

international system. It is true that the Russia’s National Security Strategy to 2020 proposes that one 

of the long term national interests is the creation of the Russian Federation into a world power 

(derzhava), the activities of which are aimed at supporting the strategic stability and mutually 

beneficial partnerships in the multipolar world.63 Hence, it is clear that Russia is not interested in a 

leadership position which is pre-supposed by a superpower status, and instead aims to engage in 

mutually beneficial partnerships to secure its place in the multi polar world. This is further supported 

by the afore mentioned article published by the ‘Political Atlas of Modern Time’ where in rating of 

countries by the Index of the potential of international influence, Russia ranks itself seventh 

meanwhile placing United State in the first and China in second places. Yet, Russia includes itself in 

the ‘nucleus of the club of world influence’ along with US and China.64 

Hence, Russia is acutely aware of its inferiority in relation to China who it perceives to have a more 

comprehensive potential of international influence. This sense of inferiority produces the opposite of 

                                       
62 Deborah Welch Larson and Alexei Shevchenko (2010) Status Seekers: Chinese and Russian Responses to US Primacy’, 
International Security [34:4] 
63 «в превращении Российской Федерации в мировую державу, деятельность которой направлена на поддержание 
стратегической стабильности и взаимовыгодных партнерских отношений в условиях многополярного мира» in in 
«Стратегия Национальной Безопасности Российской Федерации до 2020 года», Совет Безопасности Российской 
Федерации, 12 Мая 2009 г. №537, English:  National Security Strategy until 2020, SCRF, 12 May 2009 
64 Vladimir Portyakov, (2011) A Multipolar World as Seen by Russia and China and International Challenges’, East Asian 
Review [14] 
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the superpower ambition to dominate; it produces fear of domination by the stronger neighbouring 

power. This fear of subordination replicates itself in deep xenophobia or fear of the ‘Yellow Peril’ in 

parts of Russia closest to its powerful Chinese neighbour, the Russia’s Far East.  

Therefore the collapse of the Soviet Union has not strengthened the Sino-Russian partnership and has 

instead been responsible for the hostile sentiment in Russia towards China. Historically, Russia has 

viewed itself as superior to China which was further promulgated by its status as the ‘big brother’ to 

Beijing during the Soviet period. Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia has struggled to 

accept its inferiority to China and simultaneously retain its position in the ‘nucleus of the club of 

world influence’ where China has gained prominence. This role reversal is responsible for the 

tensions in the Sino-Russian strategic partnership as Russia strives to shield itself from Chinese 

regional dominance, especially in the territories of the Russia’s Far East. Additionally, due to its 

historic pull towards Europe, Russia finds it difficult to fully embrace the East. This applies to China 

in particular as Russia fears Sinocentrism taking root in regions already under heavy Chinese 

influence. In sum, this thinking prevents Russia from appreciating China as a partner, thus straining 

the strategic partnership. 

C. POLITICAL AND DIPLOMATIC AREA 

The second pillar of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership comes from the top. The ministers of 

various departments including the foreign affairs and defense meet on a regular basis to strengthen 

understanding and trust between the two governments. In addition, both governments appear to 

present a united front through their many joint press releases as well as official statements made by 

the heads of state and the heads of government. Thus, from the outsider’s point of view, the leadership 

in both countries seems to be the driving force for strengthening the Sino-Russian relations. Yet, it 

remains open for discussion whether the internal interactions between the two countries mirror the 

encouraging external perceptions. 
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This section of the paper explores the contrast between the internal and the external relations of the 

two partners by asking the following questions. How the commitment displayed at leadership level 

extends beyond summit politics? And how is the cooperation at the top to mid-and-working levels 

extend to the bottom level, or in other words, how is the relationship at the top echelons of leadership 

contrasted with the populations of the two bordering nations? 

From the onset of the strategic partnership in 1996 until now, both sides have typically made 

statements to demonstrate their high regard for one another. As with Jiang Zemin’s speech during a 

meeting with Yeltsin, where he proclaimed that ’close relatives, good neighbours – those are decisive 

for a country’s stability and peace.’65 And more recently Aleksandr Lukin66’s lavish praise of the 

current status of the Sino-Russian relations, ‘Russian-Chinese relations are at a high level of 

development, possibly the best they have ever been throughout their history.’67  

However, more recently the typical terms of endearment used in official statements by both 

leaderships have been replaced with direct criticism. With both governments going through a 

leadership transition, there is an opportunity to take a look inside the usually well guarded internal 

affairs of the Sino-Russian relationship at leadership level in order to evaluate the depth of their 

strategic partnership. In order to achieve this, a comparative analysis is made between the then Prime 

Minister Vladimir Putin’s last report to the Duma in his capacity as the Prime Minister, before 

switching seats with Dmitri Medvedev on May 7, 201268 and an article by Xinhua news agency 

published shortly after, presenting the point of view of the Chinese official sources. 

                                       
65 Kiang and Yeltsin’s meeting with Chinese and foreign reporters in 1997, Li Jingjie (2000) Pillars of the Sino-Russian 
Partnership’, Orbis 
66 Aleksandr Lukin is a professor at the Department of Political Science of Moscow State Institute of International Relations. 
During the days of the Soviet Union, he held a post at the Soviet Embassy to the PRC 
67 A. Lukin (2010) Russian-Chinese Relations: Keeping Up The Pace International Affairs [1] 
68 На инаугурацию Владимира Путина не планируют приглашать глав других государств', Chastnii Korrespondent,, 

12 April 2012 
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On April 11, Vladimir Putin’s gave his last presentation to the Duma, where the Prime Minister 

largely concentrated on Russia’s achievements but as the Prime Minister proceeded with the 

presentation, in support of his presidential decree he decided to include a roadmap for all the 

initiatives he has previously announced, focusing on issues of ‘strategic, fundamental importance that 

have to do with our historical prospects as a nation.’69 The ‘roadmap’ was made up of five priorities 

which the Prime Minister intends to resolve in his future capacity as the President.  

The first and second issues70 raised by the Prime Minister are the most relevant in regards to the 

leadership’s perception of its neighbour – China. Firstly, the Prime Minister concentrates on the 

demographic problem in Russia, emphasising that ‘every Russian citizen counts today… We need to 

take new decisive steps to maintain and raise our population numbers.’ Here, it should be noted that 

nowhere is the demographic problem in the Russian Federation as severe as it is in the RFE.  

The second issue calls attention to the economic and demographic decline of the regions in the RFE 

‘Russia has the world’s largest territory. We must preserve and protect our territory from external 

threats and provide modern living and working conditions in all the country’s regions. We must pay a 

great deal of attention to the development of the Far East and Eastern Siberia. This is an essential 

geopolitical task. We need to ensure higher growth of the gross regional product in Siberia and the Far 

East as compared to the growth of the national GDP. This trend needs to continue for at least 10 to 15 

years. Certainly, we will try to achieve a stable demographic increase in these regions instead of an 

outflow that is still observed. Its pace is decreasing, but, unfortunately, the outflow is still there. We 

must ensure population growth.’71 

                                       
69‘Prime Minister Vladimir Putin delivers his report on the government’s performance in 2011 to the State Duma’, 
Government of the Russian Federation, 11 April 2012, www.premier.gov.ru 
70For the sake of providing a complete and comprehensive account, here are the other 3 points: job creation, building a new 
economy and lastly to strengthen Russia’s position in the world.  
71 Government of the Russian Federation, ‘Prime Minister Vladimir Putin delivers his report on the government’s 
performance in 2011 to the State Duma’, 11 April 2012, www.premier.gov.ru 
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Having established the Russian point of view using the Prime Minister’s report on government’s 

performance in 2011 to the State Duma , we now move on to the Xinhua article. Given the similarity 

in context and the date of the publication, it is possible to assume that the article was a response of 

sorts to the Prime Minister’s progress report. 

The article published by the Xinhua news agency on April 16, 2012 provides a rare insight into the 

internal relations between the two nations which since the normalisation of their relationship 

following the collapse of the Soviet Union, have been careful to present a united front to the external 

world, namely the West. Thus, it is surprising that the Chinese official sources shed its ordinarily 

diplomatic stance on the subject of cooperation between the two nations, in favour of criticising the 

Medvedev-Putin leadership and expressing their concern over the prospect of Vladimir Putin’s third 

presidential term.  

The article boldly outlines six key defects of Russia’s economy, the impact of which, according to the 

source, has been increasing since the beginning of the 1990’s. The six claims are as follows. Firstly, 

dependence on export of raw materials and a decline in the market share of sectors unrelated to energy 

resources, secondly, an unfavourable business climate including increasing barriers to investment and 

economic activity, thirdly, increasing lag in technology, science and business, fourthly, undeveloped 

competition and domination of the monopolies, fifthly, underdevelopment of the financial sector 

including underdevelopment of the public capital and low level of self-regulation by private 

companies, and finally, negative demographic indicators and a serious deficit of the workforce.72  

Having compared the content of the two sources against the objective of this section of the paper 

which is to assess the validity of Sino-Russian strategic partnership at leadership level, it becomes 

abundantly clear that there are points of commonality in the two documents. The first and the second 

                                       
72 Anastasia Bashkatova, ‘Pekin postavil Putina v besvihodnoe polosenie’ (Peking puts Putin between a rock and a hard 
place), Nesavisimaya Gazeta, 17 April, 2012 
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issues raised by the Prime Minister, relating to the demographic problem and the geopolitical task of 

protecting the RFE respectively directly correlate with the first and the sixth critiques made by the 

Chinese official sources, relating to Russia’s overdependence on exports of raw materials and 

demographic problems respectively.  In sum, what unites these two documents is what divides the 

two nations, and their populations. The issue at stake here is the Russia’s Far East (RFE).  

Thus, in order to explain the internal relations between the two leaderships, the following section of 

the paper will bring the bilateral relationship down to scale to tensions surrounding the Russian Far 

East. The reason for focusing on the Russian Far East is evident in its importance to both of the 

nations. As can be seen in Putin’s progress report to the Duma, Russian leadership believes that the 

Russian Far East is central to the health of the Russian economy. Meanwhile, the criticisms of the 

Chinese official sources also point to Russia’s Far East. Because when one considers that the energy 

sector is the backbone of the Russian economy, then it becomes clear that in criticising the Russian 

economy, the Chinese official sources are inadvertently criticising the Russian energy sector, which of 

course is located in Russia’s Far East. 

1. RUSSIA’S FAR EAST  

The problems posed by the Russian Far East have been persistent since the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and have received increasing attention from the Kremlin. The National Security Strategy until 

2020, endorsed by President Medvedev in May 2009, makes a special mention of balanced economic 

growth across the regions of the Russian Federation. Paragraph 64 encourages balanced and 

systematic development of all regions of the Russian Federation so as to avoid threats to national 

security arising from disproportionate development of different regions. The document highlights the 
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industrial-territorial zones in Russia’s South and Volga regions, Urals, Siberia and Russia’s Far 

East.73  

The main issue is the depopulation of the Russia’s Far East (RFE). The collapse of the Soviet Union 

heralded the beginning of the demographic decline in the Russian Far East due to the heavy economic 

losses the region suffered. During the days of the Soviet era, ‘the region was subsidised by artificially 

low transport rates, and Moscow’s financial support for the military industrial complex constructed 

there. When these subsidies were curtailed upon the Union’s collapse, the RFE suffered an economic 

decline even worse than that of European Russia. The RFE experienced its first population contraction 

of 250,000 in 1992 and continued to fall.’ At the turn of the century, the RFE’s population fell to 7.4 

million people while 120 million lived on the other side of the border in the Chinese North Eastern 

provinces.74 The situation continued to deteriorate and ‘between 1996 and 2006, the region lost 

approximately 720,000 people, or about 10% of the population…While the co-efficient of migration 

growth in Russia was 10.8 in 2006, in the Far East it was -46.9. The worst hit regions are Kamchatka, 

Magadan, and Sakhalin.’75  

Today the economic and the demographic decline persists in the Russian Far East.  Putin is right to 

remark in his speech that it is necessary to ensure higher growth of the gross regional product in 

Siberia and the Far East. Because, the gross regional domestic product of the Far Eastern Federal 

District is in fact ‘the lowest of all seven districts in Russia…while in the 1990’s, machines, 

equipment and transport made up 34% of the region’s exports, today they are not more than 3%’76 

Subsequently, as Putin mentions there is a heavy outflow of people, ‘the population of The Far East is 

                                       
73 Viacheslav B. Amirov (2010) Russia’s Posture in and Policy towards North East Asia’ in Russia’s Prospects in Asia, 
Strategic Studies Institute, 
74 Lowell Dittmer (2001) The Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership Journal of Contemporary China 
75 Andrei Kalachinskyi (2010) Putin Is Turning Vladivostok into Russia’s Pacific Capital The Russian Analytical Digest [82] 
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less than 6.5 million people77, but comprises about 40% of Russia’s territory, and a trend of further 

depopulation has remained irreversible for the last two decades. By contrast, the combined population 

on the Chinese side of the Sino-Russian border, including the three North Eastern provinces 

(Heilongjian, Jilin, Liaoning) and Inner Mangolia, amounts to more than 130 million.’78 

It should be noted that the people leaving are skilled workers thus further exacerbating the decline in 

the region’s economic development. In addition, as the region struggles to fulfil the shortage of labour, 

the Chinese migrants try to fill the gap, often immigrating there illegally and adding to the growing 

xenophobia of the RFE residents. Here, the Chinese official sources present a fair representation of 

the situation in the RFE by pointing out the demographic decline as well as the country’s over 

dependence on the export of raw materials, directly impacting the energy rich RFE.  

To put it bluntly, Russia’s abundant energy resources are located in the vast emptiness of the Russian 

Far East, sparsely populated by 6.5 million people over a territory which comprises 40% of the 

Russian Federation. Thus, the region simply does not possess the workforce required to support the 

needs of the energy sector, which simultaneously happens to be the backbone of Russian economy. To 

add fuel to the fire, the biggest consumer of raw energy materials is also the neighbour whose 

population across the border from the resource rich RFE, exceeds over 130 million people. Some of 

those 130 million residents see the opportunity to fill the gap in the RFE’s declining workforce and 

decide to illegally migrate from China to Russia.  

The end result is a diabolical situation where on the one hand, Russia is in dire need of the Chinese 

labourers; while on the other hand, Russia fears that the demographic disbalance could lead to China 

having a de facto control over the Russian Far East. This is further inflamed by Russia’s over 

dependence on the raw energy material exports, of which China is a large importer, hence 

                                       
77 Please note that the most recent statistics made available by the Russian Federal State Statistics Service (www.gks.ru) 
indicate that the population of the Far Eastern Federal district has further declined to 6,265,833 people as of January 1, 2012 
78 Shoichi Itoh (2010) Sino-Russian Energy Relations: True Freindship or Phony Partnership The Russian Analytical Digest 
[73] 
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promulgating the apprehension among policy makers and residents alike, of what is now commonly 

referred to as ‘China’s resource appendage’. 

What Putin’s presentation to the Duma did is reveal the anxiety in Kremlin regarding the Russian Far 

East. This can be seen not only in the decision to allocate the two top spots out of the five priorities to 

problems directly affecting the Russian Far East, but also by Putin own choice of words. By using 

phrases like ‘protect our territory from external threats’ and ‘an essential geopolitical task’, Putin 

underlines the importance of the Russian Far East as a key strategic area. ‘Russia’s paranoia about 

China is based on a geopolitical mind-set and has prevented it from adopting a trusting attitude toward 

its ‘strategic partner’. This mindset actually derives from Russia’s own weakness in addressing its 

vast, yet economically underdeveloped and scarcely populated eastern regions.’79This is precisely the 

paradox of the Russo-Chinese relationship which prevents it from becoming a full-fledged strategic 

partnership.   

FIGURE 1: POPULATION OF THE FAR EASTERN FEDERAL DISTRICT , 1990-2010 (mln.) 

 
                                       
79 Shoichi Itoh (2010) Sino-Russian Relations: True Friendship or Phony Partnership’, The Russian Analytical Digest [ 73] 
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SOURCE: The Russian Federal State Statistics Service, www.gks.ru 

D. ENERGY SECTOR 

1. CHINA – RUSSIA: ENERGY COMPLIMENTARITY  

The geographic proximity and the abundance of raw energy resources make Russia the natural partner 

for China’s growing energy appetite. According to the US Energy Information Administration (EIA), 

Russia has the largest natural gas reserves in the world and it is the second-largest producer of natural 

gas. Additionally, in 2009 Russia surpassed Saudi Arabia as the largest producer of crude oil. 

Meanwhile, China is the world’s largest energy consumer and the world’s second-largest consumer of 

oil behind the United States, but the second-largest net importer of oil as of 2009.80  

 It is necessary to mention that Russia’s economy is heavily reliant on its energy sector, as is Russia’s 

influence abroad. ‘Due to the high oil price trend, Russia’s oil production has increased steadily since 

2000. Oil’s share of total national exports increased from 25% in 2000 to 34% in 2008. In January 

2008, Russia exported 51% of the overall amount of oil produced. As a result, Russia’s influence in 

the world energy markets has significantly expanded, and Russia established a foothold for 7% annual 

economic growth.’81 

2. ENERGY COOPERATION 

‘On no one quality, on no one process, on no one country, on no one route,  

and no one field, must we be dependent. Safety and certainty in oil lie in variety and variety alone.’ 

 

                          Winston Churchill to Parliament, July 1913 

                                       
80 Country Analysis Briefs: China, Energy Information Agency, November 2010 
81 Jae Young Lee and Alexey Novitskiy (2010) Russia’s Energy Policy and Its Impacts on Northeast Asian Energy Security’, 
International Area Review, Volume [13:1] 
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The energy cooperation emerged from the ashes of the Soviet Union and since then has lead many 

academics to believe that it represents the new driving force behind the Sino-Russian strategic 

partnership. Based on Russia’s vast energy resources and China’s growing energy consumption, 

Russia and China appear to be natural partners in energy cooperation.  However, the energy 

cooperation has been characterised by strained negotiations which produce little to no results.  

The leadership of both countries consider energy cooperation to be an instrumental component of 

their strategic partnership, as exemplified by China's Vice-Premier Li Keqiang's first visit to Russia in 

April 2012. One of the priorities for the leaders during the Vice-Premier’s visit was to discuss plans to 

boost economic cooperation. Interestingly enough, the China Daily emphasised Vice-Premier Li 

Keqiang's plan to attend the China-Russia investment and trade promotion conference which aimed to 

introduce many large-scale and potential investment projects to Chinese entrepreneurs82, with special 

attention given to Sino-Russian cooperation in the Far East. The article quoted Sergey Sanakoev, 

chairman of the Russian-Chinese Center for Trade and Economic Cooperation, telling Xinhua that 

"bilateral investment still falls short of our expectations".83 

Meanwhile, the Russian Nesavisimaya Gazeta put emphasis on Russia’s plans to balance the trade 

volume with China. The article stressed Russia’s aim to depart from the current formula of raw energy 

materials export to China and import of consumer products from China. Instead, the article stated that 

Russia plans to increase its share in the mechanical-technical production with value-added products. 84 

This latest visit at state level instantly highlights the two sides of the one energy trade coin. Where, 

                                       
82 Please note that the China-Russia investment and trade promotion conference, which aimed to introduce many large-scale 
and potential investment projects to Chinese entrepreneurs, with special attention given to Sino-Russian cooperation in the 
Far East, can be interpreted as a move by Kremlin to entice Chinese investment into its state guarded energy sector. But it 
does not explain if the upstream investment would go beyond the typical realm of exploration and development. 
83 Zhao Shengnan, ‘Li’s visit to Russia will cement ties’, China Daily, 27 April, 2012, 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2012-04/27/content_15154731.htm 
84 “Россия стремится отходить от увеличения экспорта сырья и импорта товаров народного потребления из Китая. 
Она хочет увеличить долю машино-технической продукции и товаров с высокой добавленной стоимостью в 
торговле” in “Следующий премьер КНР укрепит связи с Москвой”, Nesavisimaya Gazeta, 27 April 2012 
http://www.ng.ru/world/2012-04-27/1_knr.html 
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China’s interpretation of the energy cooperation is based on its ability to attain supply reliability 

through investment. Russia’s goal is to balance the bilateral trade, currently tilted in China’s favour, 

by minimising its vulnerability of becoming ‘China’s energy appendage’.  

If all the roads in the Sino-Russian strategic partnership lead to Russia’s Far East, then the proverbial 

fork in the road is energy security. Thus, this section of the paper explores the central pillar of the 

Sino-Strategic partnership -energy cooperation.  

Since the radical decline in the military technology cooperation (MTC), the energy trade has been 

promoted to the forefront of the Sino-Russian economic cooperation. Table 3 illustrates China’s 

import of gas and petroleum from Russia during the period from 2005 to 2011. When assessed in 

comparison to Table 4 which shows the total volume of bilateral trade between China and Russia for 

the same period and also shows how Russia ranks on the list of China’s top trading partners, it 

becomes obvious that a decline in bilateral trade is proportional to the decline in energy trade, which 

subsequently affects Russia’s rank in relation to China’s top trade partners. Hence, it is safe to say that 

economic cooperation is almost synonymous with energy cooperation. 

Finally, Figure 2 illustrates the impact of China’s oil and gas import from Russia on the total bilateral 

trade. Although the decline in bilateral trade in 2008 was primarily caused by the global financial 

crisis, it was further aggravated by lower world prices for oil and petroleum products, which make up 

over half of Russian exports to China by cost.85 Thus, the data collected during the period of 2005-

2011 exposes the inter connectedness between economic and energy cooperation between the two 

countries.  

Furthermore, when comparing the data of China’s imports from Russia with the data of China’s gas 

and oil imports from Russia, it becomes abundantly obvious that the two follow the same trends. 

                                       
85 Vladimir Portyakov (2010) Russian-Chinese Relations: Current Trends and Future Prospects’, The Russian Analytical 
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What Figure 3 exemplifies is the overdependence of the economic cooperation between the two 

partners on the energy trade. In addition, it also exposes Russia’s dependence on China as a 

destination of its exports, underpinning Russia’s weakness in economic cooperation in relation to 

China. 

TABLE 3: CHINA’S IMPORT OF GAS AND PETROLEUM FROM RUSSIA, 2005-2011 (Unit: 

million USD) 

 

SOURCE: UNCOMTRADE, calculated by the author 

TABLE 4: BILATERAL TRADE VOLUME BETWEEN CHINA AND RUSSIA AND RUSSIA’S 

RANKING WITHIN CHINA’S TOP FIFTEEN TRADE PARTNERS, 2005-2011 

 

SOURCE: UNCOMTRADE, calculated by the author 
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FIGURE 2: Impact of China’s Oil and Gas Import from Russia on the Total Bilateral Trade 

(unit: million USD) 

 

SOURCE: UNCOMTRADE, calculated by the author 

3. CASE STUDY: EAST SIBERIAN PACIFIC OCEAN (ESPO) OIL PIPELINE 

Now that it has been established that energy cooperation is the foundation upon which the Sino-

Russian strategic partnership is built, it becomes imperative to evaluate the energy cooperation 

projects between the two countries. The following section of the paper uses the example of the East 

Siberian Pacific Ocean (ESPO) oil pipeline project to expose the opposing interpretations of energy 

security which weaken the energy cooperation between the two partners. 

As previously discussed, the current global trend of energy consumption shifting from West to East 

presents Russia with the opportunity of expanding its global market share by engaging the Asia 
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Pacific Region. Russia hopes to diversify its client portfolio by exporting energy resources to China, 

as well as the Asian region as a whole. ‘Not only is China an energy consumer of considerable 

importance in East Asia, but it could also serve as Russia’s springboard toward conquering new 

markets in Asia as a whole.  

4. OIL  

The following part of the paper concentrates on the Sino-Russian energy cooperation in the oil sector. 

Using the example of the East Siberian Pacific Ocean (ESPO) pipeline,  

According to the US Energy Information Administration, Russia’s proven oil reserves are 60 billion 

barrels as of 2010. Most of Russia’s resources are located in Russia’s Far East regions of Western 

Siberia and Eastern Siberia. But the latter has had little exploration. In 2009, Russia produced an 

estimated 9.9 million bbl/d of oil, and consumed roughly 2.9 million bbl/d, allowing it to export 

around 7 million bbl/d in 2009. Russia’s oil exports fall under the jurisdiction of the state-owned 

pipeline monopoly, Transneft. The majority of Russian crude oil exports (80 percent) go to European 

markets. While, around 12 percent of Russia’s oil exports go to Asia.86 

Meanwhile, China imported nearly 4.8 million bbl/d of crude oil in 2010, of which over 2.2 million 

bbl/d (47 percent) came from the Middle East, 1, 5 million bbl/d (30 percent) from Africa, 176,000 

bbl/d (4 percent) from Asia-Pacific region, and 938,000 bbl/d (20 percent) came from other countries. 

China’s crude oil imports rose over 17 percent from 4.1 million bbl/d in 2009. 87 

Furthermore, China represents an important source of foreign investment which is necessary for 

edifying Russia’s ‘launching ramp’ toward a third wave economy (based more on finance and high 

                                       
86 Country Analysis Briefs: Russia, , US Energy Information Administration,, November  2010 
87 Country Analysis Briefs: China, , US Energy Information Administration,, November 2010 
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technology than raw materials)’88 However, it is questionable whether Kremlin has recognised the 

importance of China’s position as a ‘launching ramp’ into Asia or whether they have concluded that 

Russia can leapfrog into the Asian market without a lengthy stop-over in China.  

This is a valid observation based on the Agarsk-Daqing oil pipeline experience. The negotiations over 

the Angarsk-Daqing oil pipeline between China’s National Petroleum Company (CNPC) and Yukos 

(private owned) date back to 1998 and by 2001 President Putin and President Zemin agreed to 

construct the pipeline with the intention of ‘Russia exporting 20 million tons of crude oil to China 

from 2005 and 30 million tons from 2010.’  

Both governments subsequently signed an intergovernmental agreement on undertaking a feasibility 

study for the pipeline to Daqing.’89 With this new development, the Sino-Russian partnership 

appeared to be a smoothly running machine oiled by the energy cooperation. This view was 

reinforced in 2003 when President Putin and President Hu signed a document confirming the 

importance of the Russo-Chinese energy cooperation ‘with Russia playing the role of trusted oil and 

natural gas supplier and China the role of preferred customer, to be a top priority in the bilateral 

relationship between the two Asian giants.’90 

The delivery of the oil would rely on the construction of a 2400km pipeline connecting Angarsk in 

Eastern Siberia to Daqing in China’s North Easternmost province of Heilongjiang. 91The shipping was 

scheduled to begin in 2005.92 After year long negotiations with China, in 2004 Russia made a last 

minute decision to switch partners to Japan. What has been referred to by Gulick as a year of 

                                       
88 Mascotto, Guillaume (2010) Demystifying Russia’s Energy Strategy toward China: Strategic manipulation or Unwitting 
Vulnerability’, Cahier de Recherche, CEIM 
89 Shoichi itoh (2010) Sino-Russian Energy Relations: True Friendship or Phony Partnership?’, Russian Analytical Digest 
[73],  
90 John Gulick,(2007) Russo-Chinese Energy Cooperation Stepping Stone from Strategic Partnership to Geo-Economic 
Integration’, International Journal of Comparative Sociology 
91 The lines between state and the private sector became blurred from the very beginning when Transneft (Russia’s public 
sector oil pipeline monopoly) offered to front the necessary sum of about US$6-7 billion to cover the construction costs of 
the Russian leg of the journey. 
92 John Gulick,(2007) Russo-Chinese Energy Cooperation Stepping Stone from Strategic Partnership to Geo-Economic 
Integration’, International Journal of Comparative Sociology 
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calculated stalling, Moscow decided to change the course of action, and of the pipeline, by selecting 

the rival proposal submitted by Japan.  

The new proposal drastically altered the very structure of the project by extending the pipeline from 

2400 km to 4130 km thus increasing the cost from US$ 6-7 billion to US$ 11-16.2 billion and by 

shifting the point of departure by 1000km from Angarsk to Taishet. But most importantly, the pipeline 

which was originally designed to deliver oil from Angarsk in Russia to Daqing in China now would 

run straight to Perevoznaya Bay, near Vladivostok on Russia’s Sea of Japan coast.93 

On the one hand, Russia’s decision to replace China with Japan can be interpreted as a purely 

financial move. What is at stake is not only the construction of the pipeline itself (which the Japan 

Bank for International Cooperation proposed to fund with US $14 billion in soft loans94), but more 

importantly the exploration and recovery efforts. In order for oil to be delivered to the Sea of Japan oil 

fields must be first developed in Eastern Siberia as geological surveys suggest that there is not enough 

proven and readily exploitable crude oil at present. 95 

The financial health of Russia’s energy sector is a crucial piece of the puzzle. The trouble with 

Russia’s large energy resources is that they are not readily accessible, in other words exploration and 

development is absolutely necessary if Russia is to meet its domestic demand as well as to have 

enough for export. Russia’s core oil and gas fields in Western Siberia will decline and a new 

generation of higher-cost fields need to be developed, both in the traditional production areas of 

Western Siberia and in the new frontiers of Eastern Siberia and the Arctic.  

                                       
93 John Gulick,(2007) Russo-Chinese Energy Cooperation Stepping Stone from Strategic Partnership to Geo-Economic 
Integration’, International Journal of Comparative Sociology 
94 John Gulick,(2007) Russo-Chinese Energy Cooperation Stepping Stone from Strategic Partnership to Geo-Economic 
Integration’, International Journal of Comparative Sociology 
95 John Gulick,(2007) Russo-Chinese Energy Cooperation Stepping Stone from Strategic Partnership to Geo-Economic 
Integration’, International Journal of Comparative Sociology 
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A responsive Russian fiscal regime will be needed to provide sufficient incentives for investment. Oil 

production plateaus around 10.5 mb/d before starting a slight decline to 9.7 mb/d in 2035; gas 

production increases by 35% to 860 billion cubic metres (bcm) in 2035, with the Yamal peninsula 

becoming the new anchor of Russian supply.’96Although these statistics support the point of view that 

Russia’s decision to strike a deal with the highest bidder- Japan, is a purely commercial move, it does 

not explain why Putin went through the effort of appeasing China with a number of compensations to 

offset the Angarsk-Daqing snub. 

 Firstly, ‘Putin endorsed the plans of Russia’s state-owned railway to double oil shipments to China 

within one year and to try to boost the volume of oil delivery to China to 300,000 barrels per day/15 

million tons per year by 2006. Secondly, Russia’s Energy Ministry publicly encouraged CNPC to buy 

a 20 percent stake in Rosneft, the Russian state-owned company that had taken over the hydrocarbon 

extraction assets of a unit Yukos was forced to auction to reduce its back-tax bill.’ This is an unusual 

move by Kremlin which is typically averse to direct foreign investment into Russian its domestic 

companies in the energy sector. 

What is a more plausible explanation is Russia’s ability to diversify its client portfolio. Japan, unlike 

China is not so concerned with exclusivity. Japan showed lenience in not requesting that the oil be 

exclusively shipped to Japan, thus allowing Russia to ‘access a diverse array of purchasers, allocating 

output to each in accordance with shifting market conditions, rather than a single purchaser (like 

CNPC) paying a predetermined and thus conceivably sub-optimal price.’97 The trouble with the 

Daqing route is that it is solely China bound, with little to no opportunity for expansion in the future. 

                                       
96 International Energy Agency, ‘World Outlook 2001- Executive Summary’ 
97 John Gulick,(2007) Russo-Chinese Energy Cooperation Stepping Stone from Strategic Partnership to Geo-Economic 
Integration’, International Journal of Comparative Sociology  
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However, the Nakhodka route ‘opens up the entire Asia-pacific market to Russian oil exports – not 

only to China, but also Japan, South Korea and the South East Asian ‘tigers’’.98 

Russia’s last minute decision to switch partners from China to Japan during the Angarsk-Daqing oil 

pipeline negotiations demonstrates Russia’s ambition to reach out and expand its energy supply to the 

Asian region, without making an exclusive commitment to one country. Russia’s main concern is 

becoming overly dependent on the Chinese market. Already, the economic balance between the two 

nations has shifted in favour of China turning Russia into a raw energy exporter. Consequently, 

Dmitri Trenin, the director of Moscow’s Carnegie Endowment Institute for International Peace 

suggests that ‘Kremlin will be weary of “overexposure” to Chinese labour and investment, reluctant to 

leave itself vulnerable.’99  

What was and remains of strategic importance to Russia is avoiding the trap of becoming China’s raw 

material appendage. Thus, by sparking off a competition for its energy resources between Japan and 

China, Russia was able to obtain the most favourable outcome for itself. Here, Kremlin’s political 

agenda and the commercial objectives of the energy companies are carefully synchronised. While, the 

Energy Strategy of Russia until 2030 highlights diversification, Gazprom’s long term strategy aims to 

increase its global presence. Currently, Russia is pursuing several projects with several partners in 

East Asia, including the Kovyakta natural gas field project, the Sahkalin project, Kozmino Bay project, 

the Altai gas project, the ESPO oil pipeline project as well as a number of exploration and 

development projects. More recently, in 2012, Gazprom has signed an agreement with Petrovietnam, 

Vietnam’s state owned oil company, on exploitation of the South China Sea shelf.100  

                                       
98 Bobo Lo (2004) the long sunset of strategic partnership’, International Affairs [80] 
99 Dmitri Trenin, ‘Russian Prime Minister visits China, Feng Shaolei China Radio International’s People In the Know, 
October 13, 2011 
100 Dmitri Trenin, ‘Stability Before Profit in Russia’s East Asian Strategy’, Global Times, 17 April, 2012 
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Gazprom’s decision to cooperate with Petrovietnam is not meant as a provocation to China. It is not in 

Russia’s national interest to challenge China and compromise their stable relations. What is crucial to 

realise about Russia’s behaviour towards China is that Kremlin is not interested in provoking Beijing 

but neither is it interested in becoming China’s subordinate. The third time president Vladimir Putin 

has been very clear about his ambitious vision for Russia to become one in the top five powerful 

nations in the world. Thus, Russia’s pragmatic approach naturally does not prioritise the interests of 

the Sino-Russian strategic partnership above its own interests. For Russia, China is only a strategic 

partner when it serves the purpose of accelerating Russia’s rise. Alternatively, Russia will not tolerate 

the Sino-Russian partnership standing in the way of its own ambitions.  

FIGURE 3: RUSSIAN CRUDE OIL EXPORTS, 2009  

 

SOURCE: Global Trade Atlas, FACTS, and EIA] 
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FIGURE 4: TOP IMPORTERS OF RUSSIAN CRUDE OIL, 2009 

 

SOURCE: Global Trade Atlas, FACTS, and EIA. 
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FIGURE 5: MAP OF THE EASTERN SIBERIA PACIFIC OCEAN OIL PIPELINE 

 

 

5. GAS 

The following part of the paper concentrates on the Sino-Russian energy cooperation in the gas sector. 

Using the Kovyakta natural gas project as well as the Altai project as examples, this paper argues that 

energy cooperation between China and Russia is weak due to their mutually exclusive interpretations 

of energy security.  

According to the US Energy Information Administration, Russia holds the world’s largest natural gas 

reserves, with 1,680 trillion cubic feet (Tcf) and Russia’s reserves account for about a quarter of the 
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world’s total proven reserves. The majority of Russia’s reserves and production are located in Siberia, 

where about 95 percent of Russia’s natural gas is produced.101  

The state-run Gazprom102 dominates Russia’s upstream, with 90 percent of the total natural gas 

output produced by Gazprom. Also, Gazprom controls most of the Russian gas reserves, with more 

than 65 percent of proven reserves being directly controlled by the company, and additional reserves 

being controlled by Gazprom in joint ventures with other companies. Furthermore, Gazprom holds the 

legal monopoly on Russia’s gas exports. Finally, it is Gazprom who dominates Russia’s natural gas 

pipeline system as well, making Gazprom simultaneously the producer and supplier.103 

In terms of export, Russia exports significant amounts of its gas to Europe and Central Asia, as shown 

in Table 3. However according to Gazprom’s official website, the Company aims to become 

‘an energy “bridge” between the European and Asian markets by supplying its own natural gas and 

providing gas transit services for other producers. This predetermines the essence of the Company's 

strategy in its key business areas.’104 

Meanwhile, although China had 107 trillion cubic feet (Tcf) of proven natural gas reserves as of 

January 2011, 27 Tcf higher than reserves estimated in 2009, it can not sustain China's increasing 

production and demand for natural gas. Hence in 2007, China became a natural gas importer for the 

first time. According to some Chinese specialists, by 2020 annual consumption of natural gas will 

reach 300bcm and China will need to import 80-120bcm105.  

                                       
101 Country Analysis Briefs: Russia, , US Energy Information Administration, November 2010 
102Please note that the Russian federation controls a 50.002 per cent stake in the share capital of Gazprom, 
http://www.gazprom.com/about/today/ 
103 Country Analysis Briefs: Russia, Energy Information Agency, November 2010 
104 Strategy of Gazprom, http://www.gazprom.com/about/strategy/ 
105 Linda Jakobson, Paul Holtom, Dean Knox and Jingchao Peng, (2011) China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia: 
Hopes, Frustrations and Uncertainties SIPRI Policy Paper 
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China’s natural gas imports are primarily in the form of LNG and typically come from neighbouring 

Asian countries, such as Malaysia, Indonesia and Australia. Russia, with the world’s largest natural 

gas reserves, constitutes only 4% of China’s natural gas imports, as exemplified by Figure 6.  

Thus, Gaszprom’s ambitious plan to become the energy bridge between the European and Asian 

markets echoes Kremlin’s objectives. Russia is very aware of the shift in demand and supply chains 

from West to East. Due to population growth and increase in economic output, China and Asia as a 

region has a growing energy demand which surpasses that of the OECD members. Russia as the 

energy supplier intends to respond to this trend accordingly. The Energy Strategy of Russia for the 

Period up to 2030 proposes that the proportion of Eastern energy markets in the Russian energy 

export of liquid hydrocarbons (oil and oil products) should grow from the current 6 to 22-25 percent, 

while natural gas export should grow from 0 to 19-20 percent. The document also puts emphasis on 

export of highly processed energy products, alongside the export of primary energy. 106  

This is reinforced by the World Energy Outlook for 2011 compiled by International Energy Agency 

which estimates that although the majority of Russia’s exports presently go to traditional markets in 

Europe, a shift towards Asian markets gathers momentum. And as a result, Russia will be able to gain 

a greater diversity of export revenues, ‘the share of China in Russia’s total fossil-fuel export earnings 

rises from 2% in 2010 to 20% in 2035, while the share of the European Union falls from 61percent to 

48percent.’107 

Nevertheless, in 2006, China National Petroleum Company (CNPC) and Gazprom agreed to construct 

a western pipeline in Xianjiang province (the Altai project), along with an eastern line from Sakhalin 

Island to the north-east of China (the Sakhalin-Khabarovsk-Vladivostok (SKV) project). 108 But to 

                                       
106 Energy Strategy of Russia for the period up to 2030, Ministry of Energy of the Russian Federation, Moscow 2010 
107 International Energy Agency, ‘World Outlook 2001- Executive Summary’  
108 Linda Jakobson, Paul Holtom, Dean Knox and Jingchao Peng, (2011) China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia: 
Hopes, Frustrations and Uncertainties”, SIPRI Policy Paper 
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begin with it is crucial to assess the progress of the Kovykta natural gas field project, which is the 

starting point of the Sino-Russian energy cooperation.  

6. CASE STUDY: KOVYAKTA NATURAL GAS PROJECT 

The Kovyakta gas condensate field is situated 450 km from Irkutsk, in the northern part of the Irkutsk 

Region, in the Zhigalovo and Kazachinsko-Lensk Districts109, Figure 7.The Kovyakta natural gas field 

has proven reserves of 2,000 billion cubic metres (bcm) per year, enabling production for 30 to 40 

years. The Kovyktinskii gas condensate field, containing an estimated 870 bcm of gas and 400 million 

barrels of condensate, was discovered in 1987.110 The Kovyatka gas field, holding the largest natural 

gas deposit in Eastern Siberia, is a major energy project in the Russian Far East (RFE). More 

importantly, Sino-Russian talks on the construction of a natural gas pipeline date back to the mid 

1990’s 111, thus the Kovyakta project offers valuable insight into the origin of the Sino-Russian energy 

cooperation, as well as shedding light on the development of their subsequent projects. 

Originally in 1994, it was CNPC and RUSIA Petroleum, the then operator of the Kovyakta gas field, 

who signed a memorandum of consensus on the construction of a natural gas pipeline. But by 1997, 

the agreement to initiate a feasibility study on natural gas fields in Siberia, included Russia, China, 

Korea and Mongolia. However, shortly after in 1998, the negotiations collapsed because China and 

Russia could not come to an agreement about Mongolian participation in the project. Finally in 1999, 

the Russian company RUSIA Petroleum (RP) and Chinese National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) 

signed an intergovernmental agreement on carrying out feasibility study on the Kovykta gas project. 

                                       
109 TNK-BP homepage, http://www.tnk-bp.com/en/production/exploration-production/projects/kovykta/ 
110 Se Hyun Ahn, (2010) Framing Energy Security Between Russia and South Korea?: Progress, Problems and Prospects’, 
Asian Survey [50:3] 
111 Shoichi Itoh, (2011) Russia Looks East: Energy Markets and Geopolitics in Northeast Asia’, Centre for Strategic and 
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And finally in 2000, Korea Gas Corp (KOGAS) also joined the project and proposed North Korea’s 

participation in the project.112  

According to these agreements, the annual export of gas to China and Korea was planned to be 20 bn 

and 10 bn cubic meters, respectively. The TNK-BP estimated that by 2020, the non-contracted 

demand of China and South Korea for gas will be 200 billion cubic metres. Thus, supplies from 

Kovyakta will satisfy 15-20% of these demands, with the currently used technologies, the prospective 

optimal annual production of gas in the Kovyakta field can be about 40-45 bn cubic meters. While, 

the annual revenues of the state generated by the export of Kovyakta gas will run up to $1.2-1.4 bn by 

2010.113 

In November 2003, the TNK-BP subsidiary RUSIA Petroleum, CNPC and KOGAS took the next step 

forward by approving the International Feasibility Study (IFS) report. The planned route was set to 

begin at the Kovykta field in East Siberia's Irkutsk Oblast, and run 1,943 kilometers to the east, south 

of Baikal Lake, crossing the Sino_Russia border at Manzhouli, China. From Manzhouli, the pipeline 

would extend an additional 1,427 kilometers to Shenyang, branching to Beijing and Dalian (649 and 

332 kilometers, respectively). From Dalian, a subsea pipeline under the Yellow Sea would stretch an 

additional 536 kilometers to Pyeongtaek, Korea. The IFS estimated the cost of the project at $17 

billion.114 

However, the TNK-BP merger in 2003, giving it a 62.7 percent stake in RUSIA Petroleum, did not 

escape Kremlin’s attention. Kremlin realising the scope of the project and its international orientation, 

wanted to bring the project under the state-control. In September 2007 the Russian Federation 

Industry and Energy Ministry approved the state-run Development Program for an integrated gas 

                                       
112 Se Hyun Ahn (2010) Framing Energy Security Between Russia and South Korea?: Progress, Problems and Prospects’, 
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113 TNK-BP homepage, http://www.tnk-bp.com/en/production/exploration-production/projects/kovykta/ 
114 RUSIA Petroleum, CNPC and KOGAS Complete Kovykta International Feasibility Study, Insight TNK-BP, December 
2003, page 6 
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production, transportation and supply system in Eastern Siberia and the Far East, taking into account 

potential gas exports to China and other Asia-Pacific countries (Eastern Gas Program). Gazprom was 

appointed by the Russian Federation Government as the Program execution coordinator.115 And by 

January 2007, Gazprom and Kremlin announced that they wanted to take over the TNK-BP’s 

Kovyakta assets. Finally, in March 2011, Russia’s state-owned Gazprom bought the license to 

develop the Kovytka gas field in Eastern Siberia from TNK-BP.116  

Since, Gazprom has continued with its 2007 plan of field development that will correspond to the 

Eastern Gas Program. Gazprom recognises the significance of the Eastern Gas Program for Russia’s 

socio-economic development and asserts that natural gas reserves and resources in Eastern Siberia and 

the Far East permit to establish new major gas production centers that would satisfy domestic demand 

in Russia’s eastern regions and secure export deliveries to Asia Pacific in the long term.  

But with the Eastern Gas Program current plans to perform geological exploration in the Krasnoyarsk 

and Kamchatka Krais, the Irkutsk Oblast, the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) and offshore the Sakhalin 

Island with the plan to to add up to 7 trillion cubic meters of natural gas to the existing resource base 

in the Siberian and Far Eastern Federal Districts by 2030 117 it appears that Gazprom’s long-term aims 

have become more focused on covering the potential shortage of gas in Russia. Gazprom’s official 

website pages on the Eastern Gas Project as well as the Irkutsk gas production Centre offer no clues 

on the construction of the gas pipeline or future planned export deliveries from Kovyatka gas field to 

China. 

The current progress of the Sino-Russian energy cooperation on the Kovyakta gas field project, can be 

summarised with a statement made in 2008 by the then Minister of Industry and Energy Viktor 

                                       
115 ‘Eastern Gas Program’, Gazprom, http://www.gazprom.com/about/production/projects/east-program/ 
116 Vladimir Socor, ‘Gazprom buys BP’s Kovyakta gas venture’, Asia Times Online, (Jamestown Foundation) 10 March 
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Kristenko. ‘No mutual understanding has been achieved in this respect. And without this mutual 

understanding there will be no gas pipelines to China, since the basis for the decision on building a 

pipeline are the long-term contracts for gas deliveries.”118 Thus the Kovyakta project, once the 

symbol of the Sino-Russian energy cooperation, has been virtually ‘buried’119 by Moscow’s 

unilateral decision to reformulate the trilateral agreement between RUSIA Petroleum, CNPC and 

KOGAS into a state-run Eastern Gas Program, operated by Gazprom. 

7. SAKHALIN-KHABAROVSK-VLADIVOSTOK 

Since Gazprom’s development of the Eastern Gas Program, focus seems to have shifted away from 

the Kovyatka gas field to the Sakhalin-Khabarovsk-Vladivostok (SKV) gas transmission system 

(GTS). According to Gazprom, the system is a paramount focus of the Eastern Gas Program. The 

September 2007 Order by the Russian Federation Industry and Energy Ministry approved the 

Development Program for an integrated gas production, transportation and supply system in Eastern 

Siberia and the Far East, taking into account potential gas exports to China and other Asia-Pacific 

countries, which is the essence of the Eastern Gas Program.  

The 1,350-kilometre pipeline from the Sakhalin Island to Vladivostok, passing through Komsomolsk-

On-Amur and Khabarovsk is currently under construction, Figure 9. It is estimated that once the 

system reaches its full capacity, it will be able to deliver around 30 billion cubic meters of the 

Sakhalin gas per year, using The Sakhalin offshore fields including those within the Sakhalin 

III project will be the key resource base for the Sakhalin- Khabarovsk-Vladivostok gas transmission 

system.120 121 

                                       
118 Nina Poussenkova, ‘Gazprom and Russia’s Great Eastern Pipe-Dreams’, the Russian Analytical Digest 58, 21 April 2009 
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However, Gazprom’s objective of finding potential gas export routes for the Sakhalin- Khabarovsk-

Vladivostok gas transmission system to Asia-Pacific countries may not necessarily include China. In 

order to explain Gazprom’s geopolitical manoeuvring, it is necessary to return to the year 2003, when 

three separate events took place which still have implications on the Sino-Russian energy cooperation 

today. 

Firstly, In May 2003, Gazprom and KOGAS signed a five year cooperation agreement, which 

included a probe into the feasibility of supplying natural gas from Russia to Korea, and is being 

implemented via a permanent bilateral work group.122  Secondly, in August of the same year, TNK 

and BP merged, giving the new company TNK-BP a 62.89% in RUSIA Petroleum, the then operator 

of the Kovyakta gas project. The new company TNK-BP strongly opposed South Korea’s earlier 

proposal of including North Korea in the project, on the grounds that the route through North Korea 

harboured high costs and political risks. Instead, the original plan to lay the pipeline on the bottom of 

the sea between China and South Korea was agreed upon.123  

Finally, in November 2003, TNK-BP subsidiary RUSIA Petroleum, CNPC and KOGAS approved the 

International Feasibility Study (IFS) report. This prompted a negative response from Gazprom on the 

basis that priority should be given to Russian consumers. Subsequently, Kremlin blocked the 

development of the project until 2007 when Kremlin and Gazprom declared their intention to overtake 

the Kovyakta gas field license from TNK-BP. 

Although at first glance these events may seem unrelated, the benefit of hindsight of the last decade 

pin points the year 2003 as the point of origin in the decline of the Sino-Russian energy 

                                                                                                                       
Asia-Pacific. However, Gazprom does not have control over the Sakhalin 1 project, ExxonMobil Neftegas does.  Shoichi 
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123 Se Hyun Ahn (2010)‘Framing Energy Security Between Russia and South Korea?: Progress, Problems and Prospects 
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cooperation.124 After Kremlin and Gazprom’s declaration in 2007 to overtake the Kovyakta gas field, 

came the Energy Ministry’s approval of the Eastern Gas Program which consequently led to the 

design of the Sakhalin-Khabarovsk-Vladivostok gas transmission system in 2008.125 That same year, 

in September 2008, Gazprom and KOGAS signed a Memorandum of Mutual Understanding 

regarding natural gas transmission from Russia to South Korea. The meeting in June 2009 between 

Alexey Miller, the Chairman of Gazprom’s Management Committee, and Choo Kang-soo, the 

president of KOGAS produced the agreement to intensify study of gas supply opportunities. The 

result of the meeting was a report on the options for gas supplies to South Korea using the Sakhalin-

Khabarovsk-Vladivostok network.126  

Finally, in September 2011 Gazprom and KOGAS signed the Roadmap on natural gas supplies from 

the Russia to South Korea. The signing of the roadmap set a timetable for gas supplies from Russia to 

South Korea, which are due to start in 2017, and should amount to around 10-12 bcm annually. 

Curiously enough, the project supports the inclusion of North Korea and emphasises joint cooperation 

between Russia, South Korea and North Korea as exemplified by Dmitry Medvedev’s talks with 

DPRK then leader Kim Jong-il in Ulan-Ude on August 24, 2011 and with South Korea’s President 

Lee Myung-bak in St Petersburg o9n November 2, 2011.127 The bilateral negotiations between Russia 

and South Korea have continued into 2012 with a working meeting between Alexander Medvedev, 
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Blue Stream project on the seabed of the Black Sea which pumps five times greater the target amount for the Russia-Korea 
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Deputy Chairman of the Gazprom Management Committee and Young Sung Park, Executive Vice 

President of KOGAS.128 

8. LESSONS FROM KOVYAKTA AND ESPO 

The story of the Kovyakta natural gas project serves as a prime example in explaining Kremlin’s 

protectionism over Russia’s vast energy resources which are a source of national security and 

economic growth. The Russian government’s leading role in the energy sector is enshrined, and 

thereby legitimised, in the National Security Strategy until 2020. The Paragraph 55 clearly states that 

one of the main strategic risk and threat to national security in the economic sphere is the loss of 

control over the national resources. 129 

Accordingly, the trilateral agreement between TNK-BP, CNPC and KOGAS opposes Russia’s 

national interest by excluding the state from the negotiating process.  The TNK-BP’ main objective 

in the Kovyakta project was to establish a unified export channel of energy resources from East 

Siberia to the Asia-Pacific Region. This will be a big step forward for Russia in the development of 

new promising market. It further boasted that the Kovyakta project was a way to enter the gas market 

of the Asia Pacific Region, because the partners involved, CNPC and KOGAS are interested in stable 

supplies of gas and are ready to buy gas at sufficiently high prices.130 

Thus, realising the scope and potential of the project, it was imperative for the Russian government to 

foreclose any independent export options from Russia and to reassert Gazprom’s export monopoly. 

                                       
128 ‘Gazprom and KOGAS conciliate approaches to contract on Russian gas supply to Republic of Korea’, Gazprom, 
http://www.gazprom.com/press/news/2012/february/article130090/ 
129 “Главными стратегическими рисками и угрозами национальной безопасности в экономической сфере на 
долгосрочную перспективу являются сохранение экспортно-сырьевой модели развития национальной экономики, 
снижение конкурентоспособности и высокая зависимость ее важнейших сфер от внешнеэкономической 
конъюнктуры, потеря контроля над национальными ресурсами, ухудшение состояния сырьевой базы 
промышленности и энергетики, неравномерное развитие регионов и прогрессирующая трудонедостаточность, 
низкая устойчивость и защищенность национальной финансовой системы, сохранение условий для коррупции и 
криминализации хозяйственно-финансовых отношений, а также незаконной миграции”, «Стратегия Национальной 
Безопасности Российской Федерации до 2020 года», Совет Безопасности Российской Федерации, 12 Мая 2009 г. 
№537, English:  National Security Strategy until 2020, SCRF, 12 May 2009 
130 TNK-BP official website, http://www.tnk-bp.com/en/production/exploration-production/projects/kovykta/ 
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Simultaneously by visibly displaying the state’s control in the energy sector, by not only bringing the 

Kovykta’s development to a standstill under the TNK-BP ownership, but by evicting the then BP’s 

chief  executive, Bob Dudley from the project, and the country131, Kremlin demonstrated that the 

construction of the export pipelines really begins in the Red Square.  

Additionally, Gazprom’s triumph in this shareholders’ game of musical chairs reminds international 

investors of the intentionally unfavourable business environment in Russia. Paradoxically, without 

investment from its East Asian clients, Gazprom will be hard pressed to develop the gas reserves in 

the Russia’s Far East and East Siberia.  

Finally, the Kremlin’s preventative measures for the development of the Kovyakta gas field through 

the trilateral agreement between TNK-BP, CNPC and KOGAS which began in 2003 overlap with the 

bilateral agreement between Gazprom and KOGAS to conduct a feasibility study on supply of natural 

gas from Russia to South Korea. The timing suggests that both parties, Gazprom and KOGAS 

intended to explore alternative options without the participation of CNPC. The alternative option 

presented itself in 2007 with the Russian Federation Industry and Energy Ministry approval of the 

Development Program for an integrated gas production, transportation and supply system in Eastern 

Siberia and the Far East, taking into account potential gas exports to China and other Asia-Pacific 

countries.  

Furthermore, the negotiations on supply of natural gas from Russia to South Korea between Gazprom 

and KOGAS which have begun in 2003 and resulted in the report on the options for gas supplies to 

South Korea using the Sakhalin-Khabarovsk-Vladivostok network imply that the development of the 

Kovyakta gas field with the purpose of natural gas export to China and South Korea was not a priority 

for Gazprom. 

                                       
131 Vladimir Socor, ‘Gazprom buys BP’s Kovyakta gas venture’, Asia Times Online, 10 March 2011 
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This is not to say that Gazprom values cooperation with KOGAS above CNPC. It has been proposed 

that cooperation between Russia and South Korea seems to be viewed by the two countries as a win-

win situation. Russia gains from the diversification of its energy exports and additionally South Korea 

‘enjoys a unique blessing in its relations with Russia’ because their relationship is not affected by the 

security that shape the Sino-Russian partnership, nor territorial disputes which influence the Russo-

Japanese relations.132 

Firstly, this assertion does not explain Russia’s decision to favour Japan’s proposal above its 

agreement with CNPC on the construction of the East Siberian Pacific Ocean (ESPO) pipeline in 2004. 

In doing so, Russia did not only alter the course of the pipeline from Daqing in China to Perevoznaya 

Bay, near Vladivostok on Russia’s Sea of Japan coast. Russia also altered the course of the Sino-

Russian energy cooperation. Hence, territorial disputes between Russia and Japan did not play a 

significant enough role. 

Secondly, the hopeful progress in energy cooperation between Russia and South Korea, exemplified 

by the signing of a Memorandum of Mutual Understanding between Gazprom and KOGAS in 2008, 

which included a ‘gas package’ worth $100 billion envisaging supplies of 10 bcm/y over 30 years 

starting from 2015, cannot be assessed outside the wider context of regional gas cooperation. Namely, 

the Memorandum of Mutual Understanding set the scene for the report on the potential for gas 

delivery to Korea using the SKV network, released in 2010.  

Thus, energy cooperation between Russia and South Korea is not strictly bilateral, in a sense that it 

consistently acknowledges the participation of North Korea in the future. In fact, in negotiations with 

South Korea, Russia enjoys a privileged position of authority due to the strained relationship between 

South Korea and North Korea. This allows Gazprom to address issues concerning the construction of 

                                       
132 Nina Poussenkova, (2009) Gazprom and Russia’s Great Eastern Pipe-Dreams’, the Russian Analytical Digest [58] 
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the North Korean section of the pipeline through direct dialogue with Pyeongyang. Thus far, trilateral 

consultations are only envisioned for the construction of the pipeline in the Demilitarised Zone.133  

Therefore, Gazprom’s, and implicitly Kremlin’s approach to the development of the ESPO oil 

pipeline and Kovyakta gas field projects can offer valuable insight on the nature of the Sino-Russian 

energy cooperation. The common point between ESPO and Kovyakta is that negotiations between 

CNPC and Russia’s state-run energy giants: Rosneft and Gazprom broke down due to Kremlin’s 

unilateral decision to favour a third party. 

This should not be misinterpreted to mean that Moscow favours its relationship with Seoul or Tokyo 

above Beijing. But the experience of the ESPO oil pipeline and Kovyakta gas field projects shows that 

despite their strategic partnership, Russia does not attribute China priority in the sphere of energy 

cooperation. Instead, Russia avoids strictly bilateral agreements and consistently pursues 

diversification. At the point of conception, both ESPO and Kovyakta were bilateral agreements 

between Russia and China which evolved into multilateral negotiations. The multilateral negotiations 

are favourable to Kremlin’s diversification and expansion policies. It is not a strategic move to 

exclude China; it is a move to include other countries in the Asia-Pacific region.  

In 2003, President Hu Jintao’s visit to Russia seemed to signal a move in the new direction for the 

energy cooperation between China and Russia with both leaders expressing plans to boost economic 

cooperation with special attention to cooperation in the field of energy. President Putin’s answer to 

what measures the Russian side intends to take to build up cooperation in the energy sector, given 

during a joint news conference with the Chinese Premier, is still relevant nearly a decade later. ‘An 

                                       
133 Alexzander Vorontsov, (2012) The Korea-Russia Gas Pipeline Project: Past, Present, and Future”, SERI Quarterly, 
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opportunity is being examined to build oil and gas pipelines from the territory of Russia into the 

People's Republic of China. The question is how, in what way these routes will develop.’134 

FIGURE 6: RUSSIA’S NATURAL GAS EXPORT DESTINATIONS  

 

SOURCE:  EASTERN BLOC RESEARCH 

FIGURE 7: CHINA’S LIQUEFIED NATURAL GAS IMPORTS BY COUNTRY, 2010  

 

SOURCE: CHINESE GENERAL ADMINISTRATION OF CUSTOMS, TRADE STATISTICS, , 

http://haiguan.inf 

                                       
134 Joint News Conference with president Hu Jintao of China, President of Russia website, 27 May 2003, 
http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2003/05/27/0003_type82914type82915_46326.shtml 
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FIGURE 8: MAP OF KOVYAKTA GAS-CONDENSATE FIELD  

 

SOURCE: RIANOVOSTI, 2011 
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FIGURE 9: MAP OF GAZPROM’S EASTERN GAS PROGRAM  

 

SOURCE: GAZPROM (Eastern Gas Program) 

http://www.gazprom.com/about/production/projects/east-program/ 
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FIGURE 10: MAP OF GAZPROM’S SAKHALIN-KHABAROVSK-VLADIVOSTOK  

 

SOURCE: GAZPROM (Eastern Gas Program,) 

http://www.gazprom.com/about/production/projects/east-program/ 

9. ENERGY SECURITY  

Hence, it is possible that energy cooperation between China and Russia is hampered down by their 

conflicting interpretation of energy security. Energy security is typically defined as the availability of 

sufficient supplies at affordable prices. But according to Daniel Yergin, there are four additional 

dimensions which must be considered. The first dimension refers to the physical security such as the 

protection of the assets, infrastructure, supply chains and trade routes, as well as making provision for 

quick replacements and substitution, when need be. The second dimension emphasises the importance 

http://www.gazprom.com/about/production/projects/east-program/
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of having access to energy, ‘this means the ability to develop and acquire energy supplies – physically, 

contractually, and commercially.’135  

Thirdly, Yergin talks about energy security as a system ‘composed of the national policies and 

international institutions that are designed to respond in a coordinated way to disruptions, dislocations, 

and emergencies, as well as helping to maintain the steady flow of supplies.’ And finally, Yergin 

draws attention to investment into the development and infrastructure of the energy sector which in 

turn will ensure a steady supply of energy in the future.136 

When applying these four dimensions to a specific case, like energy cooperation between Russia and 

China, it becomes easier to understand why the two partners are constantly in disagreement over their 

joint projects. Essentially, the Russian and Chinese contrasting perspectives can be explained with a 

simple fact that Russia is an energy exporter country and China is an energy importer country, hence 

why there is a clash in their understanding of energy security.  

Subsequently, it is reasonable that Russia is more concerned with the physical security and strives to 

protect its assets, supply chains and trade routes to ensure its competitiveness in the energy sector. 

Also, the Russian state owned giants like Gazprom and Rosneft are bogged down with investment 

concerns as the future supply depends on the development and exploration of new regions, such as 

East Siberia.  

Russia’s nationalistic interpretation of energy security prevents Chinese upstream investment due to 

Russia’s anxiety that this kind of investment will on the one hand decrease Russia’s ownership of its 

pipelines thus crippling its physical security and on the other hand, the exclusivity attachment that 

comes with such an investment from China will prevent Russia from reaching other potential clients 

                                       
135 Yergin, Daniel (2011) Security of Energy’ in ‘The Quest - energy, security, and the remaking of the modern world’, the 
Penguin Press 
136 Yergin, Daniel (2011) Security of Energy’ in ‘The Quest - energy, security, and the remaking of the modern world, the 
Penguin Press 
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in Asia which would be entirely counter-productive to its global expansion strategy with the use of its 

energy resources.  

Meanwhile, China is primarily concerned with having an uninterrupted access to energy, hence why it 

repeatedly pushes for exclusive commitment from Rosneft in the ESPO pipeline and Gazprom in the 

Altai project. China seems to appreciate Russia’s apprehension about investment and realising its own 

dependence on future supply is willing to provide loans (in return for exclusivity).  

Nevertheless, the Russian government can not overlook the commercial necessity of upstream 

investment from China. The problem which Gazprom faces is the decline of gas production in West 

Siberia. Meanwhile, the huge gas reserves in the Russian Far East and East Siberia require 

infrastructure investment. Thus, if Kremlin and Gazprom’s strategy to branch out into the gas market 

of the Asia Pacific Region is to bear fruit, then Gazprom may be forced to accept investment from its 

East Asian clients. Here, China plays a crucial role.  

According to CNPC experts, ‘without a supply deal with China, Russia’s exploration of its vast 

natural gas resources in the Eastern region will be postponed. Russia cannot independently develop 

Kovytke and Chayanda into world-class gas fields without a long-term, large-scale purchase by 

China . . . Russia’s profits will not cover its investment if it embarks on building a pipeline and only 

conducts small-scale exploration. And if massive exploration is undertaken, there is no guarantee that 

the gas output can be wholly consumed at market prices in the Asia–Pacific region.’137  

In energy cooperation, it is often considered, especially in the case of Russia that controlling the gas 

pipelines means wielding power over those dependent on the pipelines for access or gas consumption. 

The pipeline links the gas exporter nation with the gas importer nation in a long term contract. Since, 

the disruption in supply would leave the consumer with no alternative solutions, it is widely accepted 

                                       
137 Linda Jakobson, Paul Holtom, Dean Knox and Jingchao Peng, (2011) China’s Energy and Security Relations with Russia: 
Hopes, Frustrations and Uncertainties”, SIPRI Policy  
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that the producer nation holds leverage.138 Traditionally, this logic would hold true in the case of 

Russia’s state-owned company, Gazprom holds monopoly of the export pipelines to Europe and CIS. 

But although, at first glance Kremlin’s actions in the Kovyakta gas project can be interpreted as 

Russia’s well rehearsed role in the play of pipeline diplomacy, it also illuminates Russia’s admission 

of its own overdependence on China. Because in this situation, Gazprom is trying to influence the 

negotiations with China over the price of gas which will come from fields not yet developed, through 

the pipelines not yet built. Therefore, Russia’s main priority is to minimize its dependence on Chinese 

investment which would lock the pipelines into long term exclusive supply to China. 

Thus, the lesson from the ESPO oil pipeline project and the Kovyatka gas pipeline project is one and 

the same. The Russian and Chinese interpretations of energy security are mutually exclusive. Hence 

energy cooperation between the two partners becomes only possible within a multilateral framework. 

As much as Kremlin strives to secure the state owned energy companies export monopoly, it will 

block unilateral investment into Russia’s energy sector. In Russia’s perspective, exclusivity is 

vulnerability thus diversification is key.  

In this light, the strategic partnership between Russia and China loses meaning as the bilateral 

negotiations on energy cooperation fail to deliver results. Seeing that the energy cooperation is the 

most durable link ties between the two countries, this paper concludes that the absence of meaningful 

energy cooperation points to a weakness in the Sino-Russian strategic partnership.  

CONCLUSIONS 

In conclusion, this paper identified four factors which have played in an indispensable role in shaping 

the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. These four factors are as follows: systematic incentive, the 

collapse of the Soviet Union, the political and diplomatic area which largely concentrates on the 

                                       
138 Nina Poussenkova, (2009) Gazprom and Russia’s Great Eastern Pipe-Dreams’, the Russian Analytical Digest [58] 
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contentious issue of Russia’s Far East and finally energy cooperation. This paper set out to evaluate 

the strength of the these four factors holding the partnership together in order to establish the strength 

of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership itself. 

The first impetus is the systematic incentive which refers to China and Russia’s joint agreement to 

restructure the world order from the United States lead unipolarity to a multipolarity. However, a 

closer inspection of the Russian foreign policy revealed that the Russian foreign policy is designed in 

such a way as to guarantee Russia’s place at the negotiating table of great powers. Thus, so long as 

China has a seat at the table, Russia will see no reason to distance itself from China. Yet, this does not 

imply that Russia will not simultaneously choose to pursue strategic partnerships with other countries, 

which depending on the context of the times may prove to be more advantageous to Russia’s interests. 

In a word, the Sino-Russian strategic partnership is a partnership among others, and does not 

guarantee China priority in Russia’s foreign policy outlook. Thus, it follows that the systematic 

incentive encourages dialogue between the two partners but is not sufficient enough to bind the bond 

between the two countries into what can be referred to as a strategic partnership 

The second factor is the collapse of the Soviet Union which is often cited as the beginning of a new 

chapter in the Sino-Russian relationship. The collapse of the Soviet Union is seen as the new era of 

understanding and recognition of mutual interests which eventuated in the Sino-Russian strategic 

partnership. However, this paper disagrees with this commonly held view and holds the opinion that 

indeed the reverse is true. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia found itself stripped of its 

superpower status and as an outsider in the global governance structure created by its Cold War 

opponents – the United States and the West. The Sino-Russian strategic partnership of 1996 offered 

Russia a way, even if only symbolic, to equate itself with the rising power of an old ally, China. 

Ironically, the title did little to soothe Moscow’s insecurity about becoming the little brother to 

Beijing and Kremlin continues to look for ways to shield its country, especially the vast energy rich 

regions of Russia’s Far East, from China’s increasing influence.  



80 

 

The third factor which has persistently made headlines in the last decade is the strength of ties 

between China and Russia in the political and diplomatic area. This paper examines the then Prime 

Minister Putin’s speech to the Duma vis a vis the official Chinese sources critique of the Russian 

economy published by Xinhua news agency, to come to the conclusion that the depth of the political 

and diplomatic ties at leadership level is shallow. China and Russia employ summit politics as a tool 

to create a positive external image of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. Meanwhile, the internal 

dynamics indicate that the leadership is hard pressed to find solutions to problems which would 

guarantee the fortification of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, namely the Russian Far East. In a 

word, so long as China and Russia cannot come to a joint agreement on how to coordinate their 

involvement in the Russia’s Far East, Moscow and Beijing will remain at loggerheads.  

Finally, the fourth factor is the energy cooperation between China and Russia. This section received a 

lot of attention in my paper because having established that the above mentioned three factors bear 

little weight in strengthening the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, the energy cooperation has been 

identified as an area which offers Moscow and Beijing an opportunity to solidify their commitment to 

each other. However, my paper shows that the opposite is taking place. The sphere of energy 

cooperation has been a source of discord and tension, adding fuel to the fire of the already burning 

issue of Russian Far East. The projects undertaken by China and Moscow, namely the East Siberian 

Pacific Ocean (ESPO) oil pipeline and Kovykta natural gas field have highlighted the underlying 

weakness of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. Despite the benefits each country stands to gain, 

the ESPO project turned into a game of musical chairs between China and Japan. Although the 

pipeline to Daqing is finally under construction, it was only a possibility after Japan was given 

priority. While, the Kovykta natural gas project has been buried and re-directed towards the Eastern 

Gas Program, which has brought negotiations between Russia and South Korea closer and left China 

out in the cold. Once more, Russia has shown that the Sino-Russian strategic partnership is of no 

priority to Kremlin.  
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Thus, the four factors: systematic incentive, the collapse of the Soviet Union, the political and 

diplomatic area which largely concentrates on the contentious issue of Russia’s Far East and finally 

energy cooperation clearly indicate the weakness of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, not its 

strength. The external image of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership is misleading because it 

assumes a common thread is tying the two countries together. Whereas in actual fact, Russia’s 

perception of global governance is in opposition to China’s, Russia is well aware about the obvious 

inequality in power projections of China and Russia post the collapse of the Soviet Union which has 

lead to a protectionist rather than an engaging foreign policy towards China and the Russian 

leadership, especially in the Russian Far East, are cautious to the point of xenophobia about Chinese 

involvement in the region despite their overt reliance on China’s economy, Lastly, the energy 

cooperation which has been proclaimed by both sides as the new pillar of the Sino-Russian strategic 

partnership, crumbled before it was even erected. Consequently, this paper can come to no other 

possible conclusion, but to proclaim the Sino-Russian strategic partnership as weak and unfounded.  
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